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The maps included in this study are based on data from varying sources: built 
environment (CBS, 2001), water (bodemgebruik 2000 and NWB-RWS 2004), urban 
districts and neighbourhoods (CBS, 2006) and municipal borders (Iris int., 2008). The 
legends of the four maps are included here below.  
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PREFACE 
 
 
This book is what I always wanted it to be: a city. I have many people to thank for that.  
 
First and foremost I want to thank my supervisor and my co-supervisors: Frans Boekema, 
Henk van Houtum and Arnoud Lagendijk. Frans, thank you for your trust and the 
opportunities you gave me. I genuinely appreciate the freedom I got to make my own 
choices. Although I gradually drifted further and further away from the initial topic of city 
marketing, one of your fields of expertise, you remained very enthusiastic and supportive. 
Henk, thank you for your critical and imaginative remarks. It is no coincidence that the 
title of this book was the result of a discussion with you. During my study, you inspired 
me to be(come) an academic and nowadays you still are an inspiring colleague. Arnoud, 
thank you for your sincere and personal involvement. It meant a lot to me. Although none 
of your culinary metaphors or Dadaistic sketches ended up in the final version of this 
book, I could not imagine this book being what it is now without your input and your 
support. Thanks. 
 
Furthermore, I want to thank my colleagues in Nijmegen. I loved working with you and 
hold fond memories of the many lunches, dinners, drinks and all the other social events. 
Despite the occasional stress and fatigue, I always enjoyed going to my work because of 
you. I specifically want to thank my colleagues at the Geography department and the GaP 
research group for creating such an inspiring academic environment. I would like to thank 
Huib Ernste for initiating and coordinating the Alexander von Humboldt Lectures in 
Human Geography. Over the years, 'Humboldt visits' of esteemed colleagues like John 
Paul Jones III, Doreen Massey, Ulrike Meinhof, Erik Swyngedouw, Patsy Healey and Joe 
Painter were a constant source of inspiration.  
 
I also would like to thank all the interviewees for telling me your life story. For me, these 
stories are an essential part of the book. Especially, I would like to thank Connie Franssen 
and Fons van Hest for being so kind to introduce me to many of the other interviewees. 
Moreover, I would like to thank Marleen Schonewille for transcribing the majority of the 
interviews, Jeremy Rayner for editing the language, Ron Wunderink for helping me with 
the maps, and Bill Jacobson for letting me use one of his photographs for the front cover 
of this book. 
 
Finally, I would like to thank my friends and family for their support and friendship. In 
particular, I would like to thank my parents for their unconditional and never ending love. 
Werner, thank you for being such a good friend and for having the courage to be my 
paranimf. Ralph, I am sure that the public defence of this book will be no problem with 
my big brother at my side. Marit, you are great!  
 
Inge, thank you for your love, your support and your patience. Without you nothing 
would be the same. 
 
2 
3 
1. A SIMULTANEITY OF STORIES-SO-FAR 
 
 
In order to imagine the ultimately unrepresentable space, life and languages of the city, to 
make them legible, we translate them into narratives. The way we narrate the city becomes 
constitutive of urban reality, affecting the choices we make, the ways we then might act. 
(Sandercock, 2003a: 12) 
 
[E]very narrative, even the most abstract, allegorical, or personal, plays a critical role in 
making places. It is through narrative that we interpret the processes and events of place. 
We come to know a place because we know its stories. (Potteiger and Purinton, 1998: 6) 
 
In the middle of the Dutch town Almere there lies a large lake called the Weerwater. The 
recently built new city centre of Almere is located on one side of the lake, while a 
motorway is located on the other side. So, if one drives along the motorway one can get a 
view of the city centre across the lake. Likewise, if one stands on the edge of the busy city 
centre one can enjoy an unobstructed panorama of the lake and its surroundings. When I 
went to Almere for the first time, this lake was one of the places I wanted to visit. I had 
read about the lengthy process of land reclamation and the decision to create a good sized 
lake in the middle of Almere1 – a decision that apparently still provided the city centre 
with a distinct feeling of spaciousness.  
 
However, when I arrived in Almere it was a cold and foggy winter day – so foggy that an 
unobstructed view of the Weerwater was out of the question. In fact, I could barely see the 
lake at all. So I returned to the city centre and strolled around for a few hours. During my 
stroll I could not help thinking that the weather suited the grey and vague image of 
Almere. It was argued in several of the municipality's publications that Almere had a 
vague and grey image, and in each publication the proposed course of action was to invest 
in marketing campaigns to change the image of the city. Although the greyness of the 
weather and the image of Almere correspond only superficially, the fact that I established 
a link between both says something about the mutual relationship between the way we 
interpret a city and the stories we have heard about it. In this study, I argue that both are 
intrinsically bound up with each other. Accordingly, one of the starting points of this 
study is that we come to know a city through its stories and we use these stories to make 
legible the ultimately unrepresentable space, life and languages of the city.  
 
1.1 A narrative approach to the city 
 
In 2009 the Dutch city of Tilburg will commemorate the fact that it received its city 
charter 200 years previously. In preparation for the festivities, the municipality decided to 
rearrange one of the central squares in the city, the Heuvelplein. The new design was 
decided upon in close consultation with the inhabitants of Tilburg: they were asked to 
come up with suggestions and ideas for the new square, and later they could vote on three 
selected proposals for the new Heuvelplein. In the winning design, the square has various 
                                                 
1
 Hence the name Weerwater, which literally means 'water again'. 
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green and blue elements, such as trees and fountains. The most striking feature of the new 
Heuvelplein, though, is a large lime tree surrounded with small benches at the heart of the 
square. A lime tree beautified the square for many decades (some even say that it had 
stood there for centuries) until it was felled in 1994. This felling and the circumstances and 
events that led to it are described in a booklet by Paul Spapens, which is discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 6. In this booklet, Spapens explores the history of the lime tree and 
recounts how, since the 1960s, the Heuvelplein had been turned into a stone covered 
square full of busy traffic. In that period the tree was also cut back and this was the 
beginning of its end, according to Spapens. A combination of a lack of rainwater and 
rotting wood eventually led to the felling of the lime tree. 
 
In Spapens's account, as shown later, the lime tree represents the natural vitality of 
Tilburg's past. He contrasts the naturalness of this tree with the cold artificiality of the 
modernistic urban planning, which transformed the Heuvelplein into a functionalistic and 
'user-friendly' square. In doing so, Spapens tells a classic tale that goes beyond the 
particularities of this specific event and narrates how modern society destroys traditional 
values and customs. At the end of his booklet, he argues that the tree that had been vital 
to the image of the city eventually had to give way to the development of the city 
(Spapens, 1994: 23). For Spapens, this is not only a tale about the cutting down of a lime 
tree, but it is also a story about uncompromising progress and the loss of bygone days. The 
intertwinement of the actual account on the cutting down of the lime tree with this well-
known and often-told tale of urban progress make the story intelligible and provide the 
Figure 1: Heuvelplein with plans for the rearrangement 
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immediate situation with a larger, more universal, story about the city and urban life. 
Ultimately, each story – whether about the city or any other subject – is always embedded 
in shared 'social and cultural frameworks of interpretation' (Mishler, 1999: 18). In the 
telling of a story, each narrator refers to these prevailing meanings and assumptions given 
by his or hers society and culture. Or as Ian Parker puts it:  
 
A narrative is always also a social and cultural narrative that prevails within the society at 
large, and an individual or a group will rework available elements into a specific shape to 
produce something distinctive that captures and represents their own experience (Parker, 
2005: 73). 
 
This interplay between the narrator's attempt to capture his or her own experience and 
the larger social and cultural narratives is at the heart of the analysis of the stories that I 
collected for this study.2 As such, this study chimes with a wider debate in urban studies 
on urban representations and urban narratives. Savage et al. (2003: 32) see a heightened 
sensitivity in urban studies to how cities and the urban processes are represented in film, 
in literature, in urban scholarship, and in urban planning and politics. Geographers, 
among others, have drawn on literary and artistic narrative sources – such as novels, 
diaries, essays, travelogues, oral histories, films, paintings and dance – to extrapolate 
spatial relationships, representations of landscape and meaning of place (McDowell and 
Sharp, 1999: 176). This acknowledgement of the importance of representation has 
accompanied a wider turn in social sciences towards taking meanings as socially 
constructed rather than pre-given (Savage et al., 2003: 32-33). Accordingly, cities are not 
merely seen as material or lived spaces, but also as spaces of imagination and of 
representation (Bridge and Watson, 2003: 7).  
 
1.2 A polyvocal approach to the city 
 
The same physical site may be dreamed, ignored, appropriated, or simply lived differently 
by different individuals or groups simultaneously. It is in this layered approach to place 
making, this simultaneity of stories, and the politics of making one's voice heard, that place 
constantly, problematically materializes. (Price, 2004: 1-2) 
 
In contemporary debates on the imagination and representation of the city, many scholars 
argue that there are many different ways to imagine or represent a city (e.g. Bridge and 
Watson, 2003; Healey, 2002; Massey et al., 1999). A city can have different meanings to 
different people in different times and different places, and consequently a city can be 
represented or imagined in many different ways. Currently, in a world of movement and 
migration, it seems to be increasingly crucial to pay attention to these differing meanings 
and different perspectives. According to Sandercock (2003b: 1), the contemporary urban 
condition is defined by difference, otherness, fragmentation, splintering, multiplicity, 
heterogeneity, diversity and plurality. Healey (2002: 1779) consequently argues that the 
challenge in the contemporary period is to mould multidimensional conceptions of 'city' 
                                                 
2
 The terms 'stories' and 'tales' are used interchangeably in this study. I take stories or tales to be essentially a 
presentation of events or experiences that is told by a narrator, typically through written or spoken words (cf. 
Finnegan, 1998: 9). The term 'tales' is used most frequently here, especially when I refer to various types of 
stories about the city and urban life. Additionally, the comparable term 'narrative' is primarily used in the 
combination 'narrative approach', although it is sometimes used as an equivalent of the terms 'story' and 'tale'. 
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that both reflect and interrelate the rich diversity and complexity of contemporary urban 
life. In my view, the recent work of Massey (2005) is one of the most inspiring efforts to 
address such issues of difference and plurality. In her alternative approach to space she 
posits three propositions. First, we should recognize space as the product of interrelations. 
Second, we should understand space as the sphere of the possibility of the existence of 
multiplicity in the sense of contemporaneous plurality. Third, we should recognize space 
as always under construction. In conclusion Massey argues that one could imagine space 
as 'a simultaneity of stories-so-far' (ibid.: 9). 
 
Drawing on this alternative approach to space, the city is understood here as a collection 
of stories. These so-called urban tales are continually told and retold by a wide variety of 
people, and as such they tell a complex and dynamic story about the city. Accordingly, this 
study focuses on the complex plurality of coexisting stories that formulate the images and 
experiences of the city and urban life (cf. Finnegan, 1998). In recent years, several scholars 
have called for such a polyvocal approach to the city (e.g. Beauregard, 2003; Eckstein, 2003; 
Healey, 2003; Llewellyn, 2003; Sandercock, 2003b; Throgmorton, 2003). These scholars 
generally share a liberal pluralist perspective (cf. Healey, 2003: 111) and their work 
predominantly belongs to the deliberative democracy and/or collaborative planning 
tradition. Although this particular study is inspired by these scholars and shares with 
them an interest in diversity and plurality, it is not deeply embedded in that specific 
literature. The attention to polyvocality in this study is above all rooted in literature on 
qualitative methodologies (e.g. Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000) and literature on new 
ethnography (e,g, Clifford and Marcus, 1986). In this latter literature, the idea of 
polyvocality is used to rethink the relationship between the voice of the researcher and the 
other voices present in the research process. As Duncan and Barnes (1992: 252) argue, 
polyvocality is about taking others' voices seriously in the research process and to present 
them in a sensitive and multifaceted way.  
 
Building on this specific literature, this study is set up as a polyvocal text. Such a text 
resembles the literary device of the frame narrative in being a collection of distinct tales 
which are placed within one main story. In a polyvocal text, each individual voice is of 
significance in itself, but they are placed within a 'coherent texture' where the voices are 
interdependent (cf. Crang, 1992). In this study, the polyvocal approach is used in 
particular to explore precisely how a city can, as is suggested by the aforementioned 
authors, have different meanings to different people in different times and different 
places. A wide variety of urban tales is collected in an effort to capture the rich diversity 
and complexity of contemporary urban life. Stories about the spatial development of a city 
are, for instance, put next to stories about city marketing campaigns, and stories about the 
life of individual urban dwellers are put next to stories about the city in general as they are 
told by academics.  
 
The polyvocal approach moreover chimes with the ambition of this study to advance 
methodological discussions in geography. In line with authors like Loretta Lees and Nigel 
Thrift, I would like to argue that contemporary cultural and critical geographers have a 
tendency to rely too often on philosophical rather than empirical means of argumentation. 
Consequently, there is a general lack of discussion on methods and methodology in 
contemporary cultural and critical geography. This study, in contrast, discusses 
methodological issues in detail and elaborately reflects on the choices made during the 
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research process. In line with the work of the new ethnographers, this study critically 
reviews the relationship between the voice of the researcher and the voices from the field. 
An effort is made to rethink the authorial power of the researcher and to create more 
space for these 'voices from the field'. One of the consequences of such a methodological 
approach is that it limits the researcher's scope for interpretative work and, as such, it 
implies a loss of authorial control and less power to deliver a specific message. Ultimately, 
this approach should stimulate the reader's engagement with the text. 
 
1.3 Urban tales from Tilburg and Almere 
 
Everybody is welcome in the beautiful heart of Brabant. Whether you would like to wander 
through the beautiful nature which surrounds the city or want to visit an interesting 
museum, Tilburg has a lot to offer. Interested in a good concert or an exciting movie? It's 
possible. Strongly linked with the cultural education in the city (conservatory, art college, 
architectural education) art has an important place in the city. Tilburg boasts high quality 
cultural entertainment at different levels. (www.tilburg.nl, accessed on 28 November 2007) 
 
After the land reclamation of the Southern IJsselmeer polders, the construction of Almere 
started in 1975. Almere consists of several distinctive city districts, separated by large green 
areas. This remarkable urban design concept has led to a great variety of housing and 
business locations along the main roads, in the city centre, on the waterside or in the 
woods. The new town, located just 35 kilometres from the Dutch capitol of Amsterdam, 
offers an ideal climate for working and living for many people and companies from the 
Randstad conurbation, which is bursting at the seams, and the rest of Holland, thanks to 
its spacious layout and its green belt so rich in waters. (www.almere.nl, accessed on 28 
November 2007) 
 
In this study I use the narrative and polyvocal approach to the city, as it was briefly 
introduced in the previous sections, to look at two medium-sized Dutch cities: the former 
industrial city of Tilburg and the new town of Almere. Over the last decades, both have 
experienced a growth in population and are consequently becoming more prominent in 
the Dutch urban landscape. According to some, both cities have a negative image, despite 
their increasing size and accompanying status. In reaction to these supposedly negative 
images, the municipalities of both Tilburg and Almere are engaged in marketing 
campaigns to strategically reposition their city. Other Dutch cities have been active as well 
in the field of city marketing, but for various reasons these were not selected as cases for 
this study. Some of these cities – for example Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague – 
were deemed to be too large. The a priori assessment was that the number of publications 
on the case studies needed to be relatively surveyable. Other medium-sized cities in which 
the local identity was under discussion (e.g. Groningen, Maastricht, Arnhem, Nijmegen 
and Eindhoven) were, in this respect, more likely cases. However, they lost out to Tilburg 
and Almere because of the intensity of the city marketing campaigns in these two cities. In 
this respect, Tilburg and Almere can be viewed as atypical or extreme cases (Flyvbjerg, 
2001: 78). Such cases often reveal more information because they activate more actors and 
more basic mechanisms in the situation studied. 
 
Since the early 1990s, Tilburg has positioned itself as Tilburg Moderne Industriestad 
('Tilburg: Modern Industrial City'), and recently changed its strategy to the use of a logo 
and core values, while Almere emphasizes its possibilities with the slogan Het kán in 
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Almere ('It is possible in Almere'). Besides advertising campaigns and TV commercials, the 
marketing campaigns of Tilburg and Almere also made use of the internet to 
communicate a certain picture of the individual cities. The two introductory extracts 
above were taken from the English-language versions of the municipal websites and could 
well be the first sentences a foreigner reads if he or she is interested in Tilburg or Almere. 
Obviously, both websites give more information about these cities, but the initial 
impression one gets is of cities that champion their possibilities for cultural entertainment 
and that promote themselves as spacious and green alternatives to the most densely 
populated part of the Netherlands, the Randstad conurbation.  
 
In this study, I analyse a multiplicity of voices from both cities in order to tell a more 
comprehensive story about Tilburg and Almere. In doing so, three types of stories are 
distinguished: abstract urban tales, concrete urban tales and personal urban tales. This 
typology builds on the study Tales of the City by Ruth Finnegan (1998) and makes a 
distinction between urban tales about the city in general, urban tales about specific urban 
localities, and urban tales from the perspective and experience of urban dwellers. Abstract 
urban tales are told primarily by academics and focus on cities and urban life in general. In 
this study, four classic examples of such tales are discussed, notably by Louis Wirth, Jane 
Jacobs, David Harvey and Manuel Castells. Concrete urban tales focus on a specific urban 
locality and are told by a variety of people inside and outside that city, like marketeers, 
planners, administrators, politicians, journalists, publicists, writers and local historians. In 
the case of Tilburg and Almere, these people tell dissimilar stories from distinct 
Figure 2: Eilandenbuurt, Almere-Buiten 
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perspectives about contemporary events and developments in both cities. The urban tales 
about Tilburg and Almere presented in this study are subdivided into planners' tales, 
marketing tales, external tales and local tales. Just like the division into three general types 
of urban tales, this subdivision is a heuristic framework to enable a more comprehensive 
understanding of the multiplicity of urban tales. Since it is unfeasible to collect and 
analyse all possible stories told about Tilburg and Almere, the process of collecting the 
urban tales was guided by the division and subsequent subdivision of the various tales.  
 
The third type of tales explored in this study are personal urban tales. These are life stories 
that are related to the place of residence of inhabitants of Tilburg and Almere as they were 
told to me during in-depth interviews. These inhabitants were approached via the direct 
and indirect social networks of contact persons in both cities. The life stories of urban 
dwellers are a vital part of this polyvocal study, not only because they provide insight into 
everyday experiences of living in Tilburg and Almere, but also because they offer what in 
my view is an indispensable perspective on the city. In line with Lewis Mumford, Jane 
Jacobs and Michel de Certeau, this study advocates a 'street level perspective' on the city. 
In his The practice of everyday life (1984), Michel de Certeau famously describes how he 
stands on the top of the World Trade Center in New York. His elevation, he argues, puts 
him at a distance from the city and transfigures him into a god-like voyeur with a 
panoptical view of the city:  
 
To be lifted to the summit of the World Trade Center is to be lifted out of the city's grasp. 
One's body is no longer clasped by the streets that turn and return it according to an 
anonymous law; nor is it possessed, whether as player or played, by the rumble of so many 
differences and by the nervousness of New York traffic. (Ibid.: 92) 
 
De Certeau argues (ibid.) that, rather than being possessed by it, the city is now 
transformed into a text that lies before one's eyes. However, if one were to descend from 
the top of the tower to the street level, the perspective on the city would change 
fundamentally. On the pavements of the city, one encounters the ordinary practitioners of 
the city, as de Certeau calls them, the walkers who live 'down below'. They experience the 
city by walking through it and their bodies 'follow the thicks and thins of an urban "text" 
they write without being able to read it' (ibid.: 93). Although the top-down perspective 
makes the city legible, de Certeau additionally argues, it also produces its own space (une 
espace propre) in which rational organization represses all the physical, mental and 
political pollution that would compromise it (ibid.: 94). As a result, the city is made into a 
theoretical construction with a finite number of stable, isolatable and interconnected 
properties. Or to put it differently, the city is made just as simplified and surveyable as the 
city one sees from the top of a skyscraper. From that perspective one can look down at the 
pedestrian. His or her movements can also be traced on city maps, but de Certeau argues 
that surveys of routes will always miss what was: the act itself of passing by (ibid.: 97). 
Hence, to understand the everyday life of the city, to understand the walk of the 
pedestrian, one needs to descend to the street level and look at the city from the 
pavement. Eventually, de Certeau invites us 'to walk in the city and to allow the "long 
poem of walking" to reveal and confuse what has been concealed and clarified by urban 
theory. Working against the "imaginary totalizations" produced by those who seek to 
render the city readable and therefore ultimately controllable, he encourages pedestrians 
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to be producers of their own urban texts, to construct and occupy urban space inventively' 
(Rossiter and Gibson, 2003: 439).  
 
In this study, the life stories have a similar function and do some of the same work as de 
Certeau's metaphorical pedestrians. The inhabitants of Tilburg and Almere who tell these 
stories produce their own 'urban texts' and, in doing so, they have the ability to reveal 
what is concealed in the abstract and concrete urban tales. Moreover, the life stories can 
confuse what is clarified in the other tales, just like the street level perspective can confuse 
the readable and surveyable image one has if one looks at the city with a panoptical view. 
However, in his account de Certeau clearly privileges the pedestrian's perspective on the 
city over the panoptical perspective of, for instance, urban planners, policy makers or 
urban theorists. In doing so, he suggests that the perspective of the pedestrian gives a 
more authentic and accurate representation of the city. In contrast, the polyvocal 
approach of this study considers all perspectives on the city to be equal. Accordingly, it is 
argued that all urban tales have the potential to question one another and as such they all 
have the potential to confuse and reveal what is clarified or concealed in other tales. So, in 
my view, not only a life story from an urban dweller has this potential to challenge other 
urban tales.  
 
1.4 Research aims  
 
In this study the city is understood as a simultaneity of stories-so-far. Accordingly, it 
comprises a polyvocal narrative approach that brings together and analyses a multiplicity 
of urban tales from two medium sized Dutch cities: Tilburg and Almere. Diverse locally 
grounded urban tales are juxtaposed with the life stories of urban dwellers and the 
academic stories of urban theorists, to create an understanding of the multiple and 
interrelated ways in which the city and urban life are articulated. In the end, the narrative 
analysis of these tales above all aims to bring to light the ways in which many different 
voices can integrate in complex and often contradictory ways to build a previously 
unavailable image of the city. 
 
The polyvocal approach to the city serves several different (but interrelated) purposes. In 
the first place, the idea of polyvocality is used as an attempt to reflect the complexity and 
diversity of the contemporary urban condition. As such, it aims to do some justice to the 
complex plurality of coexisting stories that formulate the images and experiences of the 
city and urban life (cf. Finnegan, 1998). The idea of polyvocality is moreover used here as a 
textual strategy in which all urban tales are treated equally. Each individual urban tale is 
considered to be of significance in itself, but it is also placed in a framework where the 
various tales are interdependent. Finally, the polyvocal approach is used in this study as a 
methodology which aims to rethink the relationship between the voice of the researcher 
and the other voices in the research process. An explicit effort is made here to preserve, as 
comprehensively as possible, the different views on the city and urban life as they are 
articulated by the various narrators of the urban tales. This last purpose of the polyvocal 
approach is part of the wider methodological ambition of this study to open up the 
research process and make it as transparent as possible for the reader. 
 
The narrative analysis in this study provides on the one hand an insight into individuals' 
experiences and the meanings they make of them, and on the other hand it provides an 
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understanding of the intersubjective meanings shared by the whole of the community (cf. 
Elliott, 2005: 28). As mentioned before, in the telling of a story each narrator draws 
creatively on meanings that prevail in the wider social and cultural context of his or her 
society and culture. These meanings can be understood as discursive resources (Taylor, 
2006: 96) and in this study the focus is on one particular discursive resource, i.e. 
'interpretative repertoires'. Interpretative repertoires, which are widely used as an 
analytical concept in the narrative-discursive approach in psychology (Potter and 
Wetherell, 1987; Reynolds and Taylor, 2004; Taylor, 2003; Taylor, 2006; Taylor and 
Littleton, 2006; Wetherell, 1998), are discussed in detail in the second chapter. At this 
moment, it suffices to say that it is used here to gain insight into the way narrators draw 
on the intersubjective meanings that prevail in the wider social and cultural context. In 
addition to the concept of 'interpretative repertoires', the narrative analysis in this study 
also uses the concept of 'emplotment' to analyse the wide variety of urban tales on Tilburg 
and Almere. The concept of 'emplotment' is understood as the way the individual 
narrators select and arrange certain events into a specific plot and it is used here to gain 
more insight into individuals' experiences and the meanings they make of them.  
 
The polyvocal approach and narrative analysis intersect in two analytical chapters in 
which I introduce the idea of the polyvocal story. A polyvocal story confronts the various 
voices of the city with each other and analyses if and how these tales intertwine with 
regard to plot and repertoire. In doing so, a complex plurality of stories is created in which 
the narrators' attempts to capture their own experience are confronted with already 
existing and well-established meanings and associations about the city and urban life. As 
such, the polyvocal stories show how each urban tale is unique in its detail and shaped to 
the context and purpose of its telling, yet employs discursive resources held in common 
with other speakers (cf. Reynolds and Taylor, 2004: 213). By exploring these discursive 
resources the analysis shows the possibilities and limitations that exist for talking about 
the city and urban life in general and for talking about the cities of Tilburg and Almere in 
particular. 
 
1.5 Outline of the book 
 
The structure of this thesis is as follows. First, Chapter 2 introduces the narrative approach 
as it is understood in this study, and presents a typology of urban tales and the key 
analytical concepts. In Chapter 3, the methodology for this study is developed. Special 
attention is given in this respect to the polyvocal approach, which is central here. Further, 
some of the issues raised by the choice for case study research are discussed. The chapter 
is concluded with an examination of various criteria and techniques to enhance the rigour 
of qualitative research. Chapter 4 presents an extensive account of the fieldwork and the 
writing up of the research material. Detailed descriptions of the choices made during the 
research process are given in order to create more transparency about that process. In 
Chapter 5 the abstract urban tales of academics are the focal point. In particular, four 
classic academic tales about the nature of the city in general are analysed from a narrative 
perspective.  
 
In the subsequent chapters, the focus shifts from cities in general to two specific cities, 
namely Tilburg and Almere. The concrete and the personal tales from Tilburg are 
presented in Chapters 6 and 7; the former chapter contains a wide variety of contemporary 
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tales about this city, while the latter chapter presents life stories as told by a selection of 
urban dwellers from Tilburg. In Chapter 8, the concrete and the personal tales are 
analysed in the form of a polyvocal story. In this story, the different voices from Tilburg 
are confronted with each other in an effort to reflect and interrelate the diversity and 
complexity of the city and urban life. The chapters on Almere have a similar set-up to 
those on Tilburg; in other words, the concrete tales of Almere feature in Chapter 9 and the 
personal tales in Chapter 10. In Chapter 11, both collections of tales are analysed once more 
in a polyvocal story. The study is concluded with a chapter in which the implications of 
this polyvocal narrative approach for understanding the city and urban life are discussed.  
 
The photographs in this book were taken by the author in August and September 2008. 
They are the result of various bicycle and walking tours through Tilburg and Almere and 
aim to represent an everyday sidewalk perspective on both cities.  
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2. A NARRATIVE APPROACH TO THE CITY 
 
 
Since the 1970s, narrative approaches have become increasingly popular in social science. 
In human geography in general and in urban geography in particular, we have only 
recently seen an increase in the number of narrative studies. In this chapter, I give a 
general introduction to narrative studies by providing a historical overview of narrative 
approaches and discussing some general characteristics of these approaches. I then relate 
these general characteristics to the specificities of this particular study in which the urban 
tales from two Dutch cities are analysed. Next, I discuss the key analytical concepts, 
emplotment and interpretative repertoire. In the final section, I introduce a typology of 
urban tales.  
 
2.1 The narrative turn in the human and social sciences 
 
The roots of contemporary narrative approaches lie in a variety of disciplines. Early 
narrative studies in the 1970s, however, are most often associated with literary critics and 
historians whose work was often rooted in the linguistic turn in philosophy (Rorty, 1992). 
Linguist William Labov's 1972 book Language in the inner city: studies in the Black English 
vernacular and historian Hayden White's 1973 book Metahistory: the historical imagination 
in nineteenth-century Europe are often mentioned as early influences on narrative studies. 
In this period narrative studies were often seen as the 'epistemological other' (Somers and 
Gibson, 1994) in social and human sciences. Narrative was described as being idiographic 
(instead of nomothetic), particularistic (instead of generalizable) and descriptive (instead 
of theoretical). Narrative was often regarded as being 'artistic' rather than 'academic' 
(Finnegan, 1998: 4-5). In this capacity it was used as a contrast to and legitimization of the 
more rigorous methodologies of the social sciences (cf. Somers and Gibson, 1994: 38).  
 
Despite, or due to, this status as epistemological other, scholars from several other fields 
of study became interested in narrative during the 1970s. As Mitchell's collection of essays 
On narrative (1981) shows, narrative was studied beyond the borders of history and 
linguistics. The authors were, among others, psychoanalyst Roy Shafer, critics Jacques 
Derrida and Frank Kermode, and philosopher Paul Ricoeur. Following this collection, a 
whole variety of influential books and articles on narrative were published in the 1980s, 
especially in psychology and philosophy. In psychology the works of Jerome Bruner (1986, 
1987), Theodore Sarbin (1986) and Donald Polkinghore (1988) were influential. In 
philosophy Alsidaire MacIntyre (1981) Paul Ricoeur (1984, 1985, 1988), and Charles Taylor 
(1989) made significant contributions to the growing discipline of narrative studies.  
 
In the wake of these theoretical and methodological studies a huge corpus of empirical 
work on personal stories has accumulated since the middle of the 1980s (Lucius-Hoene 
and Deppermann, 2000: 203). These studies often focused on individual life stories or a 
collection of various life stories. Especially in sociology and psychology life story studies 
have become increasingly popular. Life stories are of interest for sociology because of their 
potential to combine individual and societal aspects of biography. In psychology, life 
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stories were primarily taken up to study self-understanding processes of the narrators 
themselves. Growing interest has developed in self-presentation within the narrative and 
the construction of identities by story telling (ibid.: 203).  
 
In the introduction to their interdisciplinary volume on narrative in the human sciences, 
Lewis and Sandra Hinchman (1997) see the rise of narrative as a reaction to the 
mainstream perspectives in social and human sciences. When the first narrative studies 
were published, mainstream perspectives aimed to produce authoritative knowledge by 
embracing methods similar to those of natural sciences. The 'narrative turn' can be seen as 
a reaction to these perspectives and appears to reaffirm the plurality of stories that 
different cultures and subcultures may tell about themselves (ibid.: xiv). Telling a story, 
which for a long time was not considered to be proper science, became fashionable again 
among a growing group of social and human scientists. This was partly the result of a 
growing dissatisfaction with positivistic theories that value structure over agency. In 
contrast, Hinchman and Hinchman (ibid.: xiv) argue, narrativists emphasize the active, 
self-shaping quality of human thought, and the power of stories to create and refashion 
personal identity. A final point Hinchman and Hinchman mention is that the narrative 
turn is a reaction to the drawbacks of traditional, mainly quantitative methods. These 
methods, in contrast to narrative methods, 'do not allow them to reconstruct social 
phenomena in their full richness and complexity' (ibid.).  
 
While narrative studies had become increasingly popular in human and social sciences 
since the 1970s, Berit Helene Vandsemb stated in the mid 1990s that there has not been 
much narrative work based on the stories of individuals in human geography (Vandsemb, 
1995: 412). Even an influential edited volume like Writing Worlds: discourse, text & 
metaphor in the representation of landscape (Barnes and Duncan, 1992) does not include a 
geographical narrative study. Some notable exceptions to this trend are Yi-Fu Tuan's 1991 
article on language and the making of place, and the 2005 article by Wiles, Rosenberg and 
Kearns on narrative analysis as a strategy for understanding interview talk in geographic 
research. Besides this theoretical and this methodological article, a few narrative case 
studies have been published over the past fifteen years in prominent geographical 
journals: for instance, Gutting's 1996 article on the narrative identity and residential 
history of members of the Turkish community in Munich; Vandsemb's 1995 article on the 
place of narrative in the study of third world migration; Kearns's 1997 article on narrative 
and metaphor in health geographies; and Fincher's 2007 article on narratives of high-rise 
housing. Notwithstanding the theoretical sophistication and depth of these various 
contributions, narrative studies remained a relatively marginal phenomenon in geography. 
However, well-attended meetings on narrative geographies at the annual meetings of the 
American Association of Geographers in 2006 and 2007 seem to suggest a growing interest 
in narrative studies within geography. Accordingly, this study is intended as an empirical 
and theoretical contribution to the field of narrative geographies and aims to demonstrate 
the possible merits of narrative approaches for the wider geographical debate and for the 
study of urban imaginations an representations.  
 
2.2  The narrative approaches: a general introduction 
 
The diversity of disciplines mentioned in the previous section hints at the diversity of 
narrative approaches that can be found in the human and social sciences. The concept of 
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narrative is used differently by the various scholars in the various disciplines. However, 
some recurring themes and characteristics can be identified. In this section, I discuss some 
common assumptions and interests that I encountered whilst studying the work of various 
narrative scholars. In doing so, I focus on those commonalities that are consistent with my 
own narrative approach.  
 
In general, one can say that narrative approaches focus on human agency and on 
contingency. As suggested by Hinchman and Hinchman, there has been dissatisfaction in 
social and human sciences with theories that stress the action of external forces on the 
self. In opposition to such theories, a narrative approach stresses human agency and the 
potential for self-transformation (Hinchman and Hinchman, 1997). This is closely related 
to the fact that narrative studies direct attention to the author of the narrative: who tells 
the story? However, this emphasis on human agency does not mean that human conduct 
is understood only at the individual level. Although the narrators have a certain amount of 
agency, they do not create narratives in a 'cultural vacuum' (Finnegan, 1997: 95). On the 
contrary, narrative approaches stress the contingent nature of human conduct (Mishler, 
1986). Barbara Czarniawska (2004: 3-4) refers in this respect to the work of Alfred Schütz 
(1973), who pointed out that it is impossible to understand human conduct while ignoring 
its intentions, and impossible to understand human intentions while ignoring the settings 
in which they make sense. 'Such settings may be institutions, sets of practices, or some 
other contexts created by humans – contexts which have a history, within which both 
particular deeds and whole histories of individual actors can be and have to be situated in 
order to be intelligible' (Czarniawska, 2004: 3-4). The individual actor and his stories can 
thus only be understood if the historical and the contextual setting are taken into 
consideration. Vandsemb (1995) sees this as one of the main advantages of a narrative 
approach. In linking the individual with the social context a narrative study has the 
capacity to express life experiences in meaningful ways (ibid.: 414). A narrative explanation 
is therefore primarily contextual, instead of causal, and explicates meaning through 
context (Vandsemb, 1995: 415). This means that a narrative scholar would see the stories 
told by an actor as both fully individual – an actively formulated narration of someone's 
unique life – and formulated through recurrent cultural conventions and interactions with 
other storying in the culture (Finnegan, 1997: 98).  
 
Another commonality in many of the narrative studies is their interest in everyday life and 
everydayness. In comparison with other scientific writing, language in narrative is often 
less abstracted from the meaning of everyday life because it is mostly conversational. The 
narrative is constructed by the researcher and the informant, and it functions as an 
argument in which we learn something essential by understanding a life as lived 
(Vandsemb, 1995: 415). Many narrative studies emphasize this aspect and subsequently 
choose to focus on the dynamics of everyday life (cf. Wiles et al., 2005: 90). As a 
consequence, narrative scholars often assume that it is valuable to look not just at the 
products of professionals and specialists but also at the practices of ordinary people in 
their everyday lives (cf. Finnegan, 1997: 69). Often this inclusion of ordinary people can be 
seen as a form of politics, broadcasting 'voices' that are excluded from or neglected within 
dominant political structures and processes (Squire, 2000). Atkinson and Delamont (2006) 
critically discuss this focus on everyday life voices in narrative studies. They are especially 
sceptical of implicit claims that in-depth interviews are a route into an interior authentic 
self. They argue that autobiographical accounts are no more 'authentic' than other modes 
16 
of representation. In section 3.1.3 I return to this topic by discussing the representational 
politics of my study. 
 
An additional introductory point on narrative approaches made here is that they create 
the possibility to study multiplicity. As Whitebrook (2001) argues, a narrative study will 
always try to show the plurality of narratives existent in any society. Thus, in the case of 
identity research the multitude of sites from which the definition of identity emerges will 
be taken into analysis, instead of putting the focus on one site alone (Hosu, 2003). As 
such, narrative studies are akin to polyvocal studies (cf. Llewellyn, 2003) and their effort to 
include a wide variety of voices in one study. However, in practice narrative studies do not 
always look at a multiplicity of narratives and often focus on just one type. In this respect, 
Finnegan argues that personal narratives are often dealt with in separate studies, instead 
of being treated as integral parts of the whole: 
  
It has also been the tradition in much social science to consider personal narratives within 
a different framework from other studies, if at all. But cities are made up of individuals. 
And each individual has his or her own stories. These differing personal narratives are 
equally part of the whole, intertwining and co-existing with the other stories to formulate 
the images and experiences of urban life. To explore only certain types of tales or to focus 
primarily on putatively 'opposed' categories (those of 'actors' as against 'theorists', perhaps, 
or ruling-class as against proletarian stories, resistant and struggling against 'dominant' 
tales) is tacitly to ignore the reality of other voices and the complex plurality of the co-
existent tellings. (Finnegan, 1998: 166) 
 
Here, Finnegan explicitly positions the idea of multiplicity against a conflictual model of 
culture. This model, as it is used in identity politics and in many critical discourse 
analyses, focuses on the narratives of those in power and on the narratives of the 
powerless. Finnegan's analysis is, however, little concerned with questions of power in this 
antagonistic sense (cf. Finnegan, 1997: 97). Her study first and foremost revolves around 
plurality and multiplicity and in doing so, Finnegan's work dovetails with those narrative 
studies – like this particular study – in which an effort is made to bring together a 
multiplicity of stories.  
 
The last point with regard to narrative approaches that I want to make here is that 
narrative scholars, in general, do not treat stories as unproblematic representations of 
reality. Depending on your point of view, stories represent, reflect, distort, invent or evade 
reality. This point goes back to the work of Hayden White (1973), who raised the issue 
whether a narrative might be best understood as the construction of a story about reality 
rather than as a direct representation of it (Vandsemb, 1995: 413). White problematized 
the truth claims of many historical narratives and claimed that narratives can best be 
understood as a literary reconstruction of the reality that includes the ideological 
perspective of the author (ibid.). This line of thought became paradigmatic in narrative 
studies, and instead of representing reality narratives are now said to reconstruct and 
recontextualize reality (Czarniawska, 2004; Finnegan, 1997; Taylor, 2003). By saying that 
narratives do not simply 'reflect' truth or experience, it does not follow that they are 
merely fictions. Narratives are perhaps best seen as reflections on lives, events and selves, 
rather than as reflections of these phenomena (Bradbury and Day Sclater, 2000: 198). In 
line with this, Margaret Somers argues that narratives are more than representational 
forms imposed on the chaos of lived experience. According to Somers, social life is itself 
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storied and narrative is an ontological condition of social life. This way of understanding 
narratives is in her view part of a wider shift in narrative studies from representational to 
ontological narrativity (1994: 613-614).  
 
2.3 A narrative analysis 
 
In this study, the narrative approach is used to analyse a wide variety of stories told about 
two Dutch cities. The focus of the narrative analysis is on the individuals' experiences of 
the city and urban life and the meanings they make of them. Moreover, the analysis 
focuses on the intersubjective meanings shared by the whole of the community (cf. Elliott, 
2005). Consequently, the analysis explores how narratives are made up from meanings 
that prevail in a wider social and cultural context of a society and culture (cf. Taylor, 2006: 
96). Drawing on the narrative-discursive approach in discursive psychology (Reynolds and 
Taylor, 2004; Taylor, 2003; Taylor, 2006; Taylor and Littleton, 2006), my aim here is to 
show how the wider discursive environment is implicated in the identity narratives that 
are being studied. As such, it is rooted in the narrative identity approach as it is 
propagated by, among others, Somers (1994) and Whitebrook (2001). One of the 
assumptions of this approach is that people construct identities through narratives (cf. 
Meinhof and Galasinski, 2000: 325). Identity is thus seen as a discursive construct, and 
consequently narratives are understood as the site in which identity is instantiated and 
negotiated (Taylor, 2006). According to Meinhof and Galasinski, a narrative analysis can 
be very helpful in understanding the complex process of identity construction: 
 
If we refer to identity as a discursive construct, we imply and emphasize that, in our view, 
identity construction is a complex ongoing process potentially full of contradictions and 
paradoxes, and that our narratives are primary modes for engaging with such 
constructions. An analysis of people's narratives thus gives us the opportunity for seeing 
these processes in action. (Meinhof and Galasinski, 2000: 325) 
 
In the narrative-discursive approach, identities are considered to be social, because they 
are both resourced and constrained by larger understandings that prevail in the speaker's 
social and cultural context (Taylor and Littleton, 2006: 24). Furthermore, identities are 
social since their articulation is necessarily based on the use of a common language that 
includes accrued ideas and associations. As Taylor and Littleton (ibid.: 26) argue, this 
common language pre-exists any particular occasion of talk and can be understood as 
resource for it. This chimes with the formal requirement of intelligibility, as it is discussed 
by Polonoff (1982). He argues that not just any story can be told, since stories are 'to be 
understood – not necessarily agreed with, found acceptable, but at least falling within the 
range of the possible, and minimally intelligible' (as cited in Whitebrook, 2001: 41). 
Therefore one can see some measure of implicit generalization in every story, because this 
is what makes them intelligible to both tellers and listeners (Finnegan, 1997).  
 
Consequently, the focus of the analysis is here on the way individual narrators refer to the 
meanings that prevail in a wider social and cultural context of a society and culture, the 
so-called interpretative repertoires. The analysis explores how these are appropriated by 
narrators to make sense of specific events. Moreover, the analysis looks at the way the 
various tales are emplotted. Ultimately, the analysis explores if and how the various urban 
tales in this study intertwine. As such, the narrative analysis aims to bring to light the 
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ways in which many different voices can integrate in complex and often contradictory 
ways to build a previously unavailable image of the city. 
 
Although this study builds on Finnegan's Tales of The City (1998) – as the discussion in the 
next section shows – the analyses of both studies differ significantly. In her study, 
Finnegan embeds the analysis primarily in literal anthropology, social linguistics and 
psychology, whereas the analysis in this study mainly draws on narrative-discursive 
approaches in social psychology, sociology, and cultural studies. Consequently, Finnegan's 
analysis focuses more on the story telling conventions. She concentrates on the sense in 
which these tales can indeed be analysed as forms of 'story', how they are structured as 
narrative, and how this can illuminate their nature and their cultural roles (Finnegan, 
1998: 8). In doing so, she analyses four key properties of story: first, a temporal or 
sequential framework; second, some element of explanation or coherence; third, some 
potential for generalisibility - something of the universal in the particular; and finally the 
existence of recognised generic conventions, varying for different types of story-telling or 
tellers, which relate to the expected framework, protagonists and modes of 
performance/circulation (Finnegan, 1998: 9). Although these properties show some 
similarities to the concepts of emplotment and interpretative repertoire, which are 
discussed in the following sections, Finnegan uses her analytical concepts first and 
foremost to explore narrative conventions and as such she is more interested in showing 
the often taken-for-granted process of how these urban tales are constructed and told.  
 
2.3.1 Emplotment 
 
When telling a story, one has the choice of what to tell and what not to tell. Stories are 
constructed and the narrator chooses the events that will be part of the story. The narrator 
not only chooses which events will be used for this particular story, but also arranges the 
different events into a particular order. As Potter (1996: 172) puts it, producing narratives 
involves choices of where to start and where to finish, what to include and what to leave 
out, what to put next to what, and so on. This arranging of events suggests some 
relationship between them (Whitebrook, 2001: 10-11). In narrative studies, this selection 
and arrangement of events is called emplotment. Every story has a certain arrangement of 
certain events – the plot – and the idea of emplotment draws attention to the construction 
of the plot: why are these events selected and why are they arranged in this manner? In 
other words, why was this story told that way? According to Somers, emplotment is an 
accounting of why a narrative has the storyline it does (1994: 616). The fundamental 
question then is how to represent oneself or certain events. Mere description is not 
sufficient – there is also a need to explain, to account for, to justify (Whitebrook, 2001: 22). 
According to Somers the significance of emplotment for narrative understanding is often 
the most misunderstood aspect of narrativity:  
 
Without attention to emplotment, narrativity can be misperceived as a non-theoretical 
representation of events. Yet it is emplotment that permits us to distinguish between 
narrative on the one hand, and chronicles or annals, on the other. In fact, it is emplotment 
that allows us to construct a significant network or configuration of relationships. (Somers, 
1994: 617; her emphasis)  
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The idea that a story is emplotted thus entails that it is not constituted by a random 
selection of events. A story does not record or register each and every fact, but rather 
represents a picture, a selective description (Whitebrook, 2001: 72). According to Jacobs 
(2000: 21), 'it is plot, more than anything else, that encourages the public concentration of 
attention on to specific events'. So the way the selected events are arranged tells readers 
and listeners what is important and what is not, what counts and what does not count, 
what matters and what does not matter (Throgmorton, 2003: 128). In other words, the plot 
transforms a chronicle or listing of events into a schematic whole by highlighting and 
recognizing the contribution that certain events make to the development and outcome of 
the story (Polkinghore, 1988: 18-19). Ultimately, the construction of a plot is a creative 
process in which the narrator can draw upon a range of culturally available plots. In her 
narrative analysis of academic tales, Finnegan (1998: 18-20) argues that urban theorists 
often construct a plot that leads to an unhappy conclusion. In her view, they mostly tell 
bleak, anti-urban tales about the increasing artificiality, alienation or oppression of city 
life. With respect to her narrative analysis of life stories, Finnegan (1997: 82-85) identifies 
various acceptable rationales for the plot. In some cases, for instance, a personal avocation 
or principal is invoked as a continuing thread through the story. In other cases, continuity 
from the past is at the heart of a life story's plot. As these examples show, plots can also be 
considered to be linguistic resources that can be utilized in the course of everyday social 
interaction.  
 
2.3.2 Interpretative repertoires 
 
The second concept used to analyse narratives is that of interpretative repertoires. This 
concept first appeared in Nigel Gilbert and Mike Mulkay's book Opening Pandora's box 
(1984). The concept was later imported into social psychology by Jonathan Potter and 
Margaret Wetherell through their highly influential book Discourse and social psychology 
(Edley, 2001: 197-198). Interpretative repertoires are in the first place analytical concepts 
that can be used for exploring the social or cultural understandings and connections that 
shape and enable talk and are assumed to be common to different speakers (Taylor, 2003: 
198-199). 
 
Potter and Wetherell (1987: 149) define interpretative repertoires as 'recurrently used 
systems of terms used for characterizing and evaluating actions, events and other 
phenomena'. Elsewhere in their book, this 'system of terms' is described as 'basically a 
lexicon or register of terms and metaphors' that people can draw upon to characterize and 
evaluate actions and events (ibid.: 138). In a more recent publication, Wetherell (1998: 
400-401) elaborates on the concept:  
 
These interpretative repertoires comprise members' methods for making sense in this 
context – they are the common sense which organizes accountability and serves as a back-
cloth for the realization of locally managed positions in actual interaction (which are 
always also indexical constructions and invocations) and from which, as we have seen, 
accusations and justifications can be launched. 
 
The main point about interpretative repertoires, according to Nigel Edley (2001: 198), is 
that they are relatively coherent ways of talking about subjects and events in the world: 
'They are the "building blocks of conversation", a range of linguistic resources that can be 
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drawn upon and utilized in the course of everyday social interaction. Interpretative 
repertoires are part and parcel of any community's common sense, providing a basis for 
shared social understanding.' It should also be noted that interpretative repertoires are not 
discrete but overlap and intertwine. Likewise, the assumption is not made that repertoires 
are construed as entities intrinsically linked to social groups. The concept of interpretative 
repertoire does not presuppose a one-to-one concordance with group boundaries (Potter 
and Wetherell, 1987: 146). So, academics, planners or other social groups do not 'own' a 
specific set of interpretative repertoires. Repertoires are available to members of many 
different groups, and no attempt is made here to find consensus in the use of repertoires 
in the sense that some people are found to always use a certain repertoire, and certain 
people another (cf. ibid.: 156). After all, repertoires are discursive resources that are 
available in the social and cultural context of the narrator and this context is assumed to 
extend beyond specific group boundaries.  
 
Douglas Ezzy (1998: 247-248) argues that, besides 'interpretative repertoire', there are 
other terms that also point to the influence of 'basic values' or culturally embedded 
narrative forms on the construction of the self-story: Ricoeur's (1985: 18) 'sedimented 
traditions', Evans and Maines's (1995: 303) 'historical narrative structures', or Somers and 
Gibson's (1994: 73) 'cultural repertoires'. One could also add to Ezzy's list Finnegan's (1997; 
1998) 'culturally expected features', Bruner's (1990; 1991) 'canonical narratives' and 
Richardson's (1990) 'common cultural narratives'. In general, the claim of these concepts is 
that 'people are constrained by the limited repertoire of available and sanctioned stories 
that they can use to interpret their experience' (Ezzy, 1998: 247-248). Seen in this way, the 
concept of interpretative repertoire is very similar to the more widely used concept of 
discourse. However, although both concepts have some commonalities, there are also 
some noticeable differences (Taylor, 2003). On the one hand, an interpretative repertoire 
is a more specific and analytically focused concept than the Foucauldian notion of a 
discourse; on the other hand, both concepts are an analytical concept for exploring the 
social or cultural understandings and connections that shape and enable talk and are 
assumed to be common to different speakers (ibid.: 198-199). Edley (2001: 202) 
predominantly sees similarities between both concepts and refers to Potter and 
Wetherell's (1995) statement that the concept of interpretative repertoires was developed 
in order to do some of the same explanatory work as the 'post-structuralist' concept of 
discourses. Edley continues:  
 
Both concepts invoke the idea of repositories of meaning; that is, distinctive ways of talking 
about objects and events in the world. What is more, both the concept of interpretative 
repertoires and that of discourses see this fact as having the same major implication; 
namely, that in becoming native speakers, people are enticed or encultured into particular, 
even partial, ways of understanding the world. (Edley, 2001: 202)  
 
Therefore the major difference between interpretative repertoire and discourse seems to 
be the academic context in which they are used. Both concepts are used by researchers 
with different conceptual and methodological traditions. Edley (ibid.) puts it as follows:  
 
On the one hand, the concept of discourse is often used within the context of research 
which adopts more of a Foucauldian perspective. Here discourses are seen to construct 
entire institutions, such as medicine, the judiciary and science. Work declaring itself under 
this banner is often centrally concerned with the operation of power, and tends, if 
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anything, towards a view of people as subjectified. In contrast, the concept of interpretative 
repertoires is used by those who want to place more emphasis upon human agency within 
the flexible deployment of language. Compared to discourses, interpretative repertoires are 
seen as less monolithic. Indeed, they are viewed as much smaller and more fragmented, 
offering speakers a whole range of different rhetorical opportunities.  
 
So despite their commonalities, the use within different scholarly traditions has 
transformed both concepts into different analytical tools. In comparison to discourse, 
interpretative repertoires have developed into a smaller, less monolithic, concept with 
more emphasis on human agency.  
 
2.4 A typology of urban tales  
 
The narrative analysis discussed in the previous section is used in this study to analyse a 
wide variety of tales about two Dutch cities, Tilburg and Almere. Additionally, several 
tales about cities in general are analysed. Since it is impossible to collect and analyse all 
possible stories about Tilburg and Almere – or about cities in general – the actual process 
of selecting the stories was guided by a typology of urban tales. This typology builds on 
the work of Ruth Finnegan and is used to facilitate the study of a multiplicity of voices 
from the city. In her 1998 Tales of the city, Finnegan explores how culturally specific 
concepts about 'the city' and about 'urban living' are articulated in stories. In doing so, she 
presents and analyses three types of tales of the city: the abstract tales of cities, the 
concrete tales of cities and the personal tales of individual urban dwellers. The main 
difference between these three types of tales is their main topic: abstract urban tales are 
about cities in general, concrete urban tales are about specific cities and personal urban 
tales are about the lives of individual urban dwellers. Notwithstanding their differences, 
these urban tales share the fact that they shape and reflect the ways in which we see and 
experience city life and envisage its development (Finnegan, 1998: 14). Finnegan argues 
that if we want to consider how 'the city' and 'urban living' are narrated in stories, 'we 
need to look not just to the obvious locus of the intellectuals' accounts, but also to tales of 
specific cities and – a dimension to often overlooked by social theorists – to the narratives 
through which urban dwellers themselves formulate their experience' (ibid.: 3). These 
narratives dovetail with Somers's notion of ontological narratives, namely the stories that 
social actors use to make sense of their lives. Such narratives are used to define who we 
are, and this can be a precondition for knowing what to do (Somers, 1994: 618).  
 
In this study, Finnegan's typology is used as a heuristic framework to enable a more 
comprehensive understanding of the multiplicity of urban tales. In my view, Finnegan's 
typology provides a useful framework for accessing a polyvocal empirical field. Hence, this 
particular typology is not a systematic classification of the various types of tales based on 
specific common characteristics. It was first and foremost used as an adaptable and 
provisional framework to organize the fieldwork and its writing up. The use of a typology 
contributes to a less complicated and a more readable text. As Chenail suggests, a text can 
be kept simple by using a certain rhythmic pattern:  
 
By keeping to this (…) rhythmic pattern, you can help to bring some simplicity to the 
complexity of data re-presentation. Throughout all the steps entailed in conducting a 
qualitative research study, you must always attempt to build in some sort of simplicity. 
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Without it, both you and the reader will be overcome and you all will end up drowning in a 
sea of endless data. (Chenail, 1995) 
 
The rhythm of this particular text is determined by the typology of urban tales. In the 
remainder of this chapter, I consecutively discuss abstract, concrete and personal urban 
tales, and explain how I adapted Finnegan's typology for this particular study. The actual 
collection and selection of the urban tales is discussed in Chapter 4. However, before 
discussing the various urban tales, something needs to be said about the relationship 
between the different tales. As Somers convincingly argues, the actual use of narratives 
will always be an empirical rather than a presuppositional question: 
 
Although social action may be only intelligible through the construction, enactment, and 
appropriation of narratives, this does not mean that social actors are free to fabricate 
narratives at will. Rather, there is only a limited repertoire of available representations and 
stories. Which kinds of narratives will socially predominate is contested politically and will 
depend in large part on the distribution of power. This is why the kinds of narratives 
people use to make sense of their situations will always be an empirical rather than a 
presuppositional question. It is essential, in other words, that we explicate, rather than 
assume or take for granted the narratives of groups and persons. (Somers, 1994: 629-630; 
her emphasis) 
 
Accordingly, no presuppositions are made here with regard to the social predominance of 
certain kinds of narratives. Although the presented typology might suggest some 
hierarchy between the various tales, there are no a priori assumptions made with regard to 
the relationships between the urban tales. This approach dovetails with the polyvocal 
approach taken in this study and is explained in more detail at the beginning of Chapter 3.  
 
2.4.1 Abstract urban tales 
 
The first set of stories that I discuss in this study comprises the urban theories of 
academics. These abstract urban tales tell of the nature of cities in general and of how 
these more abstract themes unfold in the specificities of urban experience (Finnegan, 
1998: 14). Czarniawska argues that science is a field of practice like any other, and that 
therefore its narratives and their production and circulation can be studied in the same 
way (2004: 102). As Denzin (2000: xi) puts it: 'Indeed, as scholars we are storytellers, telling 
stories about other people's stories. We call our stories theories.' Storytelling can, in this 
sense, be used to shift knowledge from a centre that purports to be impartial, uniform and 
omniscient, to a margin that acknowledges the heterogeneity and inevitable partiality of 
any standpoint (Disch, 1994, as cited in Whitebrook, 2001: 3).  
 
Sometimes the label 'story' implies the more extreme claim that the theories put forward 
by academics are no more authoritative than stories told in any other voices. Far from 
being the final word, the interpretations of scholars – who are often in a position of power 
– should not in this view be taken as the authoritative and 'above-the-battle' account. 
(Finnegan, 1997: 73) 
 
According to Bridge and Watson, academic tales about cities can come in many forms: 
'Different theoretical approaches tell different stories which purport to some kind of truth 
about cities but which are themselves only one way of understanding the complexities 
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that constitute a city. There is no one narrative of a city, but many narratives construct 
cities in different ways highlighting some aspects and not others' (Bridge and Watson, 
2003b: 14). Just one of many examples of an abstract urban tale is the oft-told story about 
how industrialization, urbanization and the artificial culture of the city destroy rural and 
communal nature (Throgmorton, 2003: 139).  
 
2.4.2 Concrete urban tales 
 
Besides these more abstract tales about cities in our culture, one can look at tales that are 
anchored within a specific urban locality. These are the stories that people can and do 
utilize in discussing their city and its identity. According to Finnegan (1998: 54), the 
essential point of these stories is that people can retell and, if they wish, embroider them 
in the full expectation that their narrations will be recognized and found familiar by their 
listeners and readers. In line with this, Czarniawska (2004: 45) argues that each group and 
community has a contemporary and historical repertoire of stories. This set of stories 
might concern recent events that are in need of emplotment, or might be focused on a 
distant history, giving coherence and legitimacy to the field of practice as it is today (ibid.: 
36). When one looks at the repertoire of stories of an urban community, as Finnegan does, 
'[t]he point is not the literal truth or falsity of all or any of these narrations. They 
ultimately draw on mythic tales which are told not just of one particular city but of other 
towns and other experiences throughout our culture' (Finnegan, 1998: 55). So although 
these are tales about specific cities, they are told in reference to other cities and to more 
abstract tales of the city in general.  
 
Looking at the English new town Milton Keynes, Finnegan identifies four different types of 
concrete urban tales: the planners' tale, the tales of Utopias and garden cities, the 
'concrete cows' tales, and the humanistic and historical tales. The various tales are 
discussed in four consecutive sections and, in a way, Finnegan tries to give a 
comprehensive overview of these tales in each section. First, Finnegan discusses the 
planners' tale. This story is the upbeat success tale told by and about the planners of the 
new town, who were led by the Milton Keynes Development Corporation (Finnegan, 1997: 
92). In the subsequent section, Finnegan analyses the tales of Utopias and garden cities, 
and in particular Ebenezer Howard's work on garden cities. In the case of Milton Keynes 
this specific garden city tale is, according to Finnegan (1998: 39), mixed with several other 
Utopian tales and is furthermore shaped by the British enthusiasm for new towns. The 
third urban tale is less positive than the previous two and describes the new town as a 
routinized, cultureless, over-bureaucratized wasteland, bereft of both human artistry and 
community roots (Finnegan, 1997: 92). This tale is often symbolized by the image of the 
artificial 'concrete cows' in one of the city's parks. According to Finnegan (1998: 45), these 
cows 'feature constantly in local and national newspapers, in the broadcast media, and, 
indeed, almost every time outsiders mention Milton Keynes'. The last urban tale is 
depicted by Finnegan as 'not just the concrete cows' tale – which she also refers to as a 
humanistic and historical tale (Finnegan, 1998: 52) – and tells of Milton Keynes as a place 
with its own history and traditions (ibid.: 47). This narrative is being constructed by local 
historians and artists, and celebrates the long history of the wider area as well as the more 
recent history since the development of Milton Keynes; this is the so-called pioneer tale. 
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I used Finnegan's typology as a point of departure for my study, but modified it in various 
ways. This modification was instigated by a first scan of tales told about Tilburg and 
Almere, as well as the need to take Finnegan's typology beyond the particularities of 
Milton Keynes. The most fundamental modification is the substitution of marketing tales 
for the Utopian and garden cities tales. In my opinion, the 'garden city story' as it is told by 
Ebenezer Howard, and retold by Finnegan, is not anchored within the specific urban 
locality of Milton Keynes and therefore does not qualify as a concrete urban tale. The 
Utopian and garden cities tales are, in my view, abstract tales about cities in general and 
not about one specific city.3 Therefore I decided to replace the Utopian and garden cities 
tales with marketing tales about Almere and Tilburg. The choice to include the marketing 
tales was made after a first scan of both case studies. This scan showed that this type of 
urban tale was prevalent in Tilburg and Almere. This is not surprising since both cities 
were, in part, selected for this project on the basis of their widely known city marketing 
campaigns. Besides this addition of the marketing tales and the subtraction of the Utopian 
tales, some further modifications to Finnegan's typology are made. The 'concrete cows' 
tales – which are, according to Finnegan, most often told in local and national 
newspapers, in the broadcast media and by outsiders – are adapted here as external tales. 
This seemed to be a logical and valid name for these tales by 'outside commentators' 
(Finnegan, 1998: ix). After all, these specific tales share the perspective and tone of an 
outsider looking at a city. Although the term might suggest otherwise, an outsider's view 
of the city is not always an external view. In other words, also people living or working in a 
city can look at their city as an outsider, and thus external tales are not only told outside a 
city. However, in most instances this is the case. A similar argument can be made for the 
local tales. These tales are an adaptation of Finnegan's 'not just the concrete cows' tale and 
all share the perspective and tone of an insider looking at a city. Again, the insider does 
not always live inside the city, but in general this is the case.  
 
In the remainder of this section, the adapted typology of concrete urban tales – consisting 
of the planners' tales, marketing tales, external tales and local tales – are discussed in more 
detail. It should be noted, however, that I do not try to give a comprehensive overview of 
the various types of concrete tales in the empirical chapters. Instead I discuss some 
examples of each type of tale in depth in those chapters. Finally, I want to stress once 
more that this typology is used as a heuristic framework to enable a better understanding 
of a polyvocal empirical field.  
  
Planners' tales  
 
In general, these are stories about the spatial development of a city in the past, present 
and/or future. In this particular study, these are stories about the spatial development of 
Tilburg and Almere. Here, the term 'planners' refers to professionals who are concerned 
with urban development, including urban planners, developers, architects, administrators 
and/or builders. It should be noted that although planners also tell abstract tales about 
cities in general, these tales are not included here: only their tales about Tilburg and 
                                                 
3
 Howard's garden city tale played an important part in developing the British towns of Letchworth and 
Welwyn Garden City. In those cases, one could argue that the 'garden city story' is in fact a concrete urban 
tale. In the case of Milton Keynes, however, Howard's tale is, in my view, first and foremost an abstract urban 
tale.  
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Almere are presented. These tales are commonly communicated in the form of spatial 
policy plans, ranging from a local zoning scheme to a strategic regional development plan; 
however, they are also communicated in the form of maps, models and geographical 
information systems (GIS). According to Leonie Sandercock (2003a: 21), there is 'a false 
binary in our heads that separates planning documents, social scientific research and 
theorizing, from storytelling, rather than allowing us to appreciate the ways in which each 
of these employs story'. In her view, all planning documents do in fact tell a story: 
 
Sometimes the story is descriptive, or poses as descriptive, 'this is how things are', 'these 
are the facts'. But there is no such thing as mere description, or pure facts. There is always 
an author, the planner as policy analyst, who is choosing which facts are relevant, what to 
describe, what to count, and in the assembling of these facts a story is shaped, an 
interpretation, either consciously or unconsciously, emerges. Facts are usually marshalled 
to explain something and to draw some conclusions for action. (Ibid.: 21) 
 
Marketing tales 
 
Marketing tales tell about the transformation, or at least the enhancement, of a city's 
image. Local politicians, policy makers, marketeers and communication experts tell these 
stories in an effort to sell a city to external investors, higher authorities, visitors and 
possible future inhabitants. In a similar vein as the planners' tales, the marketing tales 
discussed here are about two specific cities, Tilburg and Almere. There are also more 
abstract marketing tales about the relationship between cities and marketing in general, 
but these tales are not discussed here. Marketing tales about a specific city are often 
communicated to the general public, or to specific target groups, via city marketing 
campaigns. These campaigns can take various forms – brochures, advertisements in 
printed media, TV commercials, websites, postcards – and are often supplemented with a 
slogan and/or a logo. These marketing practices are part of a wider set of entrepreneurial 
policies that are aimed at creating jobs, expanding the local tax base, fostering small firm 
growth and attracting new forms of investment (Hubbard and Hall 1998: 5). In an effort to 
promote these entrepreneurial policies, particular metaphors and discourses are used to 
shape or reshape imaginations and to bring certain positive or alluring 'readings' of a city 
to the forefront, allowing other readings to fade away into the background (Griffiths 1998; 
Raco 2003). In this respect, marketing tales often use and reuse a reservoir of images that 
invoke the themes of progress, culture, nature and business (cf. Short, 1999: 48-49).  
 
External tales 
 
These are stories that are told about a specific city – here, Tilburg or Almere – from the 
outsider perspective. As explained earlier, this does not necessarily entail that these tales 
are told by somebody who lives outside that city, although most often that is the case. 
External tales can share a negative and prejudicial attitude towards a city, especially if one 
compares them to the other concrete urban tales. However, this can differ considerably 
per city and in many instances positive external tales are told about specific cities. 
External tales are habitually told in the regional and national media, novels, websites and 
travel guides, and are mostly written or told by journalists, publicist and writers. They 
habitually take into consideration the audience of the specific medium. A full-page article 
for a reputable national newspaper, for instance, has a different audience than a two-
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minute television report for a commercial station. Accordingly, the content and tone of 
those specific tales varies, as they are adapted to the specificities of their expected 
audience. 
 
Local tales 
 
These are the 'insider' stories told by local historians, writers, artists and other inhabitants 
through books, pamphlets, songs, local newspapers and advertorials. Local tales often 
celebrate the rich history and uniqueness of a city – like Tilburg and Almere – and of its 
inhabitants, and predominantly share a positive and constructive attitude towards a city. 
However, in some cases local inhabitants tell quite negative tales about their city. Since 
local tales are primarily told by and for the local population, they can contribute to the 
sense of coherence and continuity among the urban community. As Czarniawska (2004: 
36) argues, tales like these are offered to newcomers as the means of introduction to a 
community, and they are also repeated in the presence of the very actors who participated 
in local events, thus consolidating a community feeling by reifying its history.  
 
2.4.3 Personal urban tales  
 
The personal urban tales are told by individual urban dwellers, and they revolve around 
the personal experience of a city. These are the stories as they are told by the people who 
live and work in the city on an everyday basis. According to Finnegan (1998: 166), these 
personal narratives are 'equally part of the whole, intertwining and coexisting with the 
other stories to formulate the images and experiences of urban life'. One of the main 
differences between personal urban tales and abstract and concrete urban tales is the 
degree of rhetoric they use. Bradbury and Day Sclater (2000) argue that concrete and 
abstract urban tales, which they call public narratives, are more rhetorical than personal 
tales:  
 
Perhaps all narratives are, to some degree, performative, but the public narrative is much 
more explicitly so. The public narrative can shape and change the cultural backdrop, as 
well as locating individuals and groups against it. While the cultural backdrop may be, to 
some extent, common, individuals who talk about their lives more 'privately' are less likely 
to have a public agenda. Narrators, especially those in the public domain, deploy 
discourses and construct stories in a way that may be regarded as rhetorical; they establish, 
challenge, consolidate or otherwise give weight to the sense of identity and the social 
relations they wish to claim or promote. Stories in the private domain tend to be more 
concerned with description, explanation and understanding, justification, or perhaps, 
rationalization. (Bradbury and Day Sclater, 2000: 196) 
 
In addition, personal urban tales focus attention on the narrator and his or her 
experiences. In line with Finnegan, I use the device of 'life stories' as a way to explore these 
experiences. As Linde (1993: 3) contends, life stories express our sense of self and they are 
also one very important means by which we communicate this sense of self and negotiate 
it with others. Life stories are furthermore used to claim or negotiate group membership 
and they touch on the widest of social constructions, since they make presuppositions 
about what can be taken as expected, what the norms are, and what common or special 
belief systems can be used to establish coherence (ibid.: 3). An important advantage of life 
story interviews is that they, in contrast to the traditional question and answer method of 
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interviewing, tend to favour the agenda of the interviewee over that of the interviewer 
(Mishler, 1986). The traditional interview often reflects a certain asymmetry between the 
interviewer (researcher) and interviewee (respondent), not only because the interviewer 
asks the questions, but also because the interviewer is often the professional with regard 
to the topic of the conversation. This is not the case in the life story interview, since the 
interviewees are the only experts on the question of their own lives (Czarniawska, 2004: 
48). A more elaborate discussion of my position as a researcher is included in section 3.1.2. 
Furthermore, as mentioned at the beginning of this section, an elaborate discussion on the 
collection and selection of the various personal urban tales is included in one of the 
following chapters (section 4.1.3).  
 
As a consequence of the focus on the life and experiences of individual urban dwellers, the 
city as such is less prominent in personal urban tales – at least in comparison with abstract 
and concrete urban tales. In personal tales, the city functions more as a background for 
individual urban lives. It was nonetheless explicitly stated before each interview that I was 
particularly interested in the relationship between the interviewee's life story and his or 
her current place of residence. This resulted in a set of stories that are both highly 
individual and portray the city from a perspective that is shared by many.  
 
 2.5 Concluding remarks 
 
In this chapter, I discussed my narrative approach to the city. Having given a short 
overview of the narrative approaches in human and social sciences, I specified my specific 
take on such approaches. Some of the main features of my approach are the emphasis on 
everydayness, multiplicity and contingency. Consequently, I introduced the key analytical 
concepts – emplotment and interpretative repertoire – and argued how these are used to 
analyse a wide variety of urban tales. This variety is accessed by using a typology that is 
based on the work of Finnegan (1998). The three types of urban tales as they were 
introduced by Finnegan (the abstract tales of cities, tales of a concrete city and the 
personal tales of individual urban dwellers) are not intended to be a universally applicable 
typology and are not used here in that way. I used Finnegan's types of urban tales as a 
source of inspiration and, on the basis of the specificities of the two case studies, have 
adapted them for the purposes of this study. Although this particular typology produces, 
just like any urban representation, a partial image of both cities, it is nevertheless an 
attempt to create a more comprehensive understanding of the city and urban life.  
 
The analysis of this wide variety of urban tales revolves around two concepts, emplotment 
and interpretative repertoires. Both concepts are used here to analyse if and how the 
urban tales intertwine. In section 4.2 the actual process of analysing the urban tales is 
discussed in detail. In the end, this analysis aims to bring to light the ways in which many 
different voices can integrate in complex and often contradictory ways to build a 
previously unavailable image of the city.  
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3. A MULTIPLICITY OF VOICES  
 
 
Baxter and Eyles (1997) argue that qualitative social geographers should be more explicit 
about their research process. Their review of 31 empirical and 18 substantive papers by 
geographers who mainly used in-depth interviews reveals little explicit reference to the 
principle(s) adopted to enhance 'rigour' and to ensure meaningful inference. In their eyes, 
'qualitative researchers have tended to focus more on what criteria should not be used to 
evaluate their work – the standards used to judge positivistic-quantitative work – and less 
on what they should be looking for to determine the rigour of qualitative research' (ibid. 
521). A similar argument, but in this case particularly for the 'new' urban geography, is put 
forward by Loretta Lees (2003). She questions the lack of discussion on issues of method 
and methodology in contemporary urban geography. New urban geographers mostly use 
ethnographic approaches, but 'they seldom outline how they have used these methods or 
their relationship to the theoretical tracts that they follow. In other instances, they make a 
case for method and methodology but do not then follow this through in their research 
and writings' (ibid.: 107).4 Lees contrasts these practices with work in quantitative urban 
geography or urban sociology in which a more explicit discussion of methods and data 
collection is customary. Consequently, she states that it is time to open up our research 
methods and methodology to 'outside' scrutiny (ibid.: 110). The credibility of our research 
is at stake, Lees argues, and a formal discussion of methods is needed (ibid.: 108). Contrary 
to current practice, 'new' urban geographers need to be much less opaque about the 
complexities and practicalities of method and methodology. To assure the quality of their 
research, they need to be more transparent and explicit about the particular method or 
data set used (ibid.: 107-108).  
 
Following these authors, I seek in this chapter to create more transparency with regard to 
the methods and methodology I used for this study. My aim is to be methodologically 
explicit, rather than to merely rely on unarticulated strategies. In the first section, I 
therefore elaborately discuss the polyphonic-driven mode of research adopted in this 
narrative study. Subsequently, I give some reflections on the case study approach. In the 
last section, I deal with various criteria and techniques to enhance the rigour and 
transparency of qualitative research.  
 
3.1 A polyphonic-driven mode of research 
 
For this project I applied a polyphonic-driven mode of research (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 
2000: 258). The aim of such an approach is to encapsulate a multiplicity of voices, and this 
is primarily achieved by using a polyphonic textual strategy. This chimes with the idea 
that a certain degree of pluralism is inherent in all storytelling, since different people will 
tell different stories about the 'same' situation (Mattingly, 1991: 249). From the empirical 
point of view this pluralism creates an exclusion problem in two dimensions: 'on the one 
hand, how different groups, categories and individuals can be represented or silenced in 
                                                 
4
 Lees relates this 'new' urban geography – or 'postmodern urbanism', as Jackson (1999) calls it – explicitly, and 
solely, to Los Angeles based urban geographers like Dear and Flusty (1998) and Soja (2000).  
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the research process and in the text; and, on the other, how different voices within these 
groups and individual subjects can be allowed space or be excluded' (Alvesson and 
Sköldberg, 2000: 189; their emphasis). It is furthermore important to remember that not 
only can the 'same' situation be described by different individuals or groups in different 
ways, but also the same individual tends to describe the 'same' situation in different ways 
(ibid.: 205). A polyphonic-driven mode of research, or polyvocality, tries to capture this 
pluralism in a research project. 
 
The concept of polyvocality, as I understand it here, has its origin in the new ethnography 
of the late 1980s.5 There, the notion of polyvocality was explicitly raised in an attempt to 
rethink the relations between professional anthropologists and their subject of study 
(Crang, 1992: 534-535). According to Crang (ibid.: 535), much of the 'new ethnography' 
attempted to address a research agenda set in the work of Edward Said. In his 1978 book 
Orientalism, Said tries to dismantle the Orientalist discourse. In his view, here the most 
important issue is 'how one can study other cultures and peoples from a libertarian, or a 
non-repressive and non-manipulative perspective' (Said, 1978: 24).6 Consequently, the idea 
of polyphonic composition was raised within new ethnography primarily as a way to stage 
a different sort of encounter with 'otherness', and indeed the self (Crang, 1992: 535). Crang 
(ibid.: 529) argues that one of the claims of polyvocality is that it might allow the 
representation of otherness or cultural difference without constructing coherent and 
'residual' 'Others'. Rephrased in a somewhat different vocabulary, Barnes and Duncan 
(1992: 9) argue that polyvocality calls for the deconstruction of the internal contradictions 
within dominant discourses about cultural opposites. 
 
The ideas of the new ethnographers proved to be influential in anthropology, but in 
geography the idea of polyvocality received mixed responses. Crang (1992) wrote a critical 
article on the politics of polyphony in Society and Space, while Duncan and Barnes (1992), 
on the other hand, declared that many essays in their edited volume Writing worlds were 
influenced by new ethnographers like Stephen Tyler (1986; 1987) and James Clifford and 
George Marcus (1986). Nevertheless, polyvocality is not something that can be easily 
accomplished in geography, Duncan and Barnes continue to argue, for 'we' have no 
tradition of doing fieldwork like ethnography has (1992: 252). For them, polyvocality is 
about taking others' voices seriously, and such an approach implies going beyond the 
borders of the academy like the new ethnographers did and talking to those who are 
spoken for. As geographers, Duncan and Barnes claim, we should 'focus more of our 
energies on developing our techniques for listening to others', because otherwise 'we will 
continue systematically to silence difference. Those outside the academy have no voice in 
our work other than the one we choose to give them' (ibid.: 252). Although their collection 
of essays is often cited, Duncan and Barnes's call for developing our techniques for 
listening to others did not get a lot of response within geography. Mark Llewellyn (2003) 
                                                 
5
 Although the terms 'polyphony' and 'polyvocality' stem from different academic backgrounds, they are used 
interchangeably in this study. I consider them to be equal with regard to their focus on a multiplicity of voices 
and the consequent implications for authorship and representing otherness. As a general rule, I used the 
concept of polyvocality except when the original sources used the Bakhtinian notion of polyphony.  
6
 Similar issues were raised in feminist geographies by authors like Gilian Rose, who argues: 'There seems to be 
a politics of identity, with a dominant centre and subordinated periphery. Ideas about difference (…) are 
articulated through the construction of the Other. The Other is the socially marginalised, the less powerful, 
the working class, black, female, gay, lesbian, disabled, the geographical peripheral' (Rose, 1995: 104). 
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is, to my knowledge, one of the few to have used an explicitly polyphonic methodology in 
a geographical study. My narrative study of Tilburg and Almere presents a renewed 
attempt to propagate a polyphonic-driven mode of research in human geography.  
 
3.1.1 Presentation and representation 
 
Many researchers agree upon the idea that the voices encountered at the research site 
must come through in a sensitive and multifaceted way, in the research project as well as 
in the subsequent text (cf. Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000: 186). The problem is, however, 
that in the research process a multiplicity of voices either is toned down or disappears – all 
with the purpose of 'getting results' (ibid.). Researchers often neglect a potential 
multiplicity of meanings 'in favour of what is regarded as a "primary" meaning that the 
researcher believes expresses the core of what the respondent is communicating' (ibid.: 
204).  
 
Polyvocality is about taking others' voices seriously throughout the whole research 
process, but most discussions on polyvocality focus primarily on the presentation of the 
research. However, as the previous discussion of the origins of the approach shows, 
polyvocality is as much about representation as it is about presentation.7 A polyvocal 
approach is more than a textual strategy concerned with the writing up of research 
material (its presentation); it is also a specific way of looking at the world, with its own 
production of knowledge (its representation). In general, one could say that polyvocality is 
principally committed to complexity and it prefers the question to the answer (Crang, 
1992: 532). In line with the work of the new ethnographers, polyvocality as I understand it 
is also about a different representation of otherness. Instead of creating dichotomies, an 
effort is made to represent multiple 'voices from the field' in another way. 
 
This different way of representing otherness can be achieved by using a polyphonic textual 
strategy. Just like a polyphonic composition in music, a polyphonic text has two basic 
features (ibid.: 530): 'it combines simultaneously many equally weighted lines or voices 
each of which has an independent merit ("each of significance in itself"); but it does so 
within a "coherent texture" where the lines or voices are interdependent'. It is this tension 
of unity and disunity, independence and interdependence, Crang (ibid.) continues to 
argue, that provides the creative space in which polyphonic textual compositions can be 
constructed. As a literary device, the polyphonic text partly resembles the frame narrative. 
In this narrative technique a main story is predominantly composed to organize a set of 
shorter stories, each of which is a story within a story, or for surrounding a single story 
within a story. A frame narrative acts as a convenient conceit for the organization of a set 
of smaller narratives that are either of the devising of the author or taken from a previous 
stock of popular tales slightly altered by the author for the purpose of the longer narrative 
(cf. Nelles, 1997). An early example of a frame narrative is The Thousand and One Nights, 
in which the character Sheherazade narrates a set of fairy tales to the sultan. Other well-
known examples are Ovid's Metamorphoses, Brontë's Wuthering Heights, Chaucer's 
Canterbury Tales and Boccaccio's Decameron. In the case of a polyphonic text, the framing 
                                                 
7
 The distinction between the presentation and representation in the construction of an academic text has 
previously been made by Cloke et al. (2004: 337).  
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narrative of the researcher, the general author, provides a 'coherent texture' – to use 
Crang's phrasing – for the various narratives of the empirical material.  
 
3.1.2 Authorship and authority 
 
As an attempt to introduce multiple voices into the presentation and representation of an 
academic study, one of the main advantages of a polyphonic textual strategy is that it 
draws attention to issues of authorship and authority. As the previous discussion shows, 
the process of textual reconstruction is one of contested authority in which a tension 
exists between the voice of the researcher and the voices from the field. Interest in 
multiple voices means, according to Alvesson and Sköldberg, that the degree of theoretical 
sophistication and the scope for the researcher's more advanced interpretations, are 
reduced. If one allows the subjects in the research to be heard, then one cannot suppress 
this polyphony with grand narratives and researcher authority (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 
2000: 258).  
 
We try hard to understand how the actors, the people being studied, see things. Ultimately, 
the interpretations of the researcher are likely to be emphasized more than the 
interpretations of those people studied, but the qualitative case researcher tries to preserve 
the multiple realities, the different and even contradictory views of what is happening. 
(Stake, 1995: 12; his emphasis)  
 
However, this does not mean that the researcher and the voices of the field meet as 
equals. As Crang (1992:542) correctly points out, texts still have to be written and 
academics are still involved, in some capacity, in their production. Or, as Alvesson and 
Sköldberg argue (2000: 258), 'even a polyphonic study calls for a good deal of interpretive 
work, if the different voices are not to merge into a unison choir or a continuous uniform 
buzz'. The voices of the field do not speak for themselves; it is the author who makes them 
communicate on his or her conditions (Czarniawska, 2004: 62). 'Even pasting together 
fragments of narratives taken straight from an interview protocol decontextualizes them, 
but, in return, it also re-contextualizes them' (Rorty, 1991; as cited in Czarniawska, 2004: 
63). Nevertheless, the form of authorial power in a polyvocal text can differ from a 
traditional academic text. The presentation of multiple voices in a polyvocal text serves to 
open up the text and stimulates the reader's capacity for activity and reinterpretation 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000: 192).  
 
[T]he looseness of the polyphonic form, although it should not be mistaken for disorder, 
does encourage, even more than other texts, a multiplicity of readings. The politics of that 
is ambivalent: it partially liberates the reader, it deliberately gives them a larger hand in 
creating meanings from the text than traditional academic writings, with their 
determination to be understood clearly, do; but the price to be paid is a greater loss of 
authorial control, less power to deliver a specific message. The audience for such a text 
therefore has to be carefully considered; it must move away from those who want and 
indeed demand the provision of answers. (Crang, 1992: 543) 
 
The space for active reinterpretation created for a reader in a polyphonic text thus 
demands a specific audience. It challenges the authority of the author and tries to 
stimulate the reader's engagement with the text. Or as Flyvbjerg (1998: 8) puts it: '[In] 
addition to the voice of the actors and of myself, there is space for the voice of the reader 
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in deciding the meaning of the case and in answering that categorical question of any case 
study: "What is this case a case of?" I encourage the reader to occupy that space.'  
 
3.1.3 The politics of polyvocality  
 
Like any other academic method, the polyphonic-driven mode of research does not report 
on a given reality unproblematically. Rather, it is performative. It re-crafts realities and 
creates new versions of the world. It makes new signals and new resonances, new 
manifestations and new concealments, and it does so continuously (cf. Law, 2004: 143). In 
a polyvocal text, probably the most noticeable 're-crafting of reality' is the fact that it 
considers all the voices in the text to be equal. Accordingly, in this study the voices of the 
academics, planners, marketeers, journalists, local historians, individual urban dwellers 
and all the others are treated equally. The urban tales they narrate are all analysed by 
looking at the same narrative features and, as explained in section 2.4, no presuppositions 
are made here with regard to the social predominance of certain kinds of urban tales. In 
my view, all the urban tales collected for this study equally deserve close analytic attention 
(cf. Atkinson and Delamont, 2006: 170). However, it should be clear that seeing these 
voices as equals in this study does not mean that they are considered to be equal outside 
it.  
 
Another 're-crafting of reality' of a polyvocal study is the fact that it includes voices that 
are often excluded, such as the life stories of urban dwellers in this study. This can give 
polyvocal studies a certain emancipatory quality. However, merely including otherwise 
muted voices does not make a polyvocal text unproblematic in this respect. As Crang 
(1992: 541) rightly argues, there can be oppressive polyvocal writings, just as there can be 
liberational polyvocal writings. Like most polyvocal studies, this particular project is both. 
On the one hand it looks beyond the obvious locus of the intellectuals' accounts, to tales 
of specific cities and to the narratives through which urban dwellers themselves formulate 
their experience (cf. Finnegan, 1998: 3). In that sense this study can be seen as being 
liberational. On the other hand, many tales of the city in general and of Tilburg and 
Almere in particular are not included in this study. Novels and films about cities are, for 
instance, absent in this study, even though the use of literary texts to reveal experiences of 
the city constitutes an important tradition within cultural geography (Donald, 1999). 
Hubbard (2006:59-94) moreover argues that the impact of films and novels on the way 
that we look at the city and urban life cannot be underestimated.  
 
In line with this, the non-inclusion of tales by local politicians, like speeches by mayors, 
can be considered by some to be a critical ommission. In the case of Almere, tales by the 
recently appointed stadsfilosoof (city philosopher) Barry van 't Padje are not included, 
despite the fact that he has many interesting things to say about the city. Personal urban 
tales told by non-Dutch immigrants are another notable exclusion in this study. This late 
example underlines Elliott's statement that we should be cautious about assuming that 
research methods that rest on the collection of individuals' life stories will necessarily be 
emancipatory (2005: 146). Besides this, giving voice to the otherwise muted experiences of 
urban dwellers can be problematic for other reasons as well. What according to Atkinson 
(1997: 331) is most problematic is the suggestion of authenticity attached to the personal 
urban tales. As he argues: 'Autobiographical accounts and self-revelations are as 
conventional and artful as any other mode of representation. We sell short ourselves and 
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the possibility of systematic social analysis if we implicitly assume that autobiographical 
accounts or narratives of personal experience grant us untrammelled access to a realm of 
hyperauthenticity' (as cited in Elliott, 2005: 145). In line with this argument, here personal 
urban tales are not seen as being more 'real' or 'authentic' than abstract or concrete urban 
tales.  
 
3.2 Case study research 
 
In an effort to implement the polyvocal approach discussed in the previous section, two 
specific cases are examined. In this section, I reflect on case study research and the claims 
that are, and can be, made in this type of research. First, it should be noted that the 
framework of case study research is not rigid, but rather flexible. The aim is to understand 
the case, so if early questions are not working, the design can be changed. Parlett and 
Hamilton (1976, as cited in Stake, 1995: 9) call this 'progressive focussing'. Furthermore, it 
is important to note that case study research is not the same as sampling research. As 
Stake (1995: 4) argues, cases are not selected to be typical or representative of other cases, 
since a sample of just a few is unlikely to be a strong representation of others. We do not 
study a case primarily to understand other cases (ibid.: 4). In this respect, I like what Hans 
Eysenck (as cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001: 73) says about case studies: 'Sometimes we simply 
have to keep our eyes open and look carefully at individual cases – not in the hope of 
proving anything, but rather in the hope of learning something.'  
 
3.2.1 The paradox of case studies 
 
For Robert Stake (1995: 4), case study research should in the first place maximize what we 
can learn about the case under study. Stake (1995: 8) acknowledges that many 
generalizations can be and are made in a case study, but according to him, the real 
business of case study is particularization, not generalization: 'We take a particular case 
and come to know it well, not primarily as how it is different from others but what it is, 
what it does. There is emphasis on uniqueness, and that implies knowledge of others that 
the case is different from, but the first emphasis is on understanding the case itself.' 
However, there is more to a case than coming to know its particularity. John Walton 
convincingly argues that there is a fundamental duality in cases and case studies:  
 
On the one hand, they frankly imply particularity – cases are situationally grounded, 
limited views of social life. On the other hand, they are something more – not simply 
glimpses of the world or random instances of social activity. When researchers speak of a 
'case' rather than a circumstance, instance, or event, they invest the study of a particular 
social setting with some sense of generality. An 'instance' is just that and goes no further. A 
'case' implies a family; it alleges that the particular is a case of something else. Implicit in 
the idea of the case is a claim. (Walton, 1992: 121) 
 
This claim links the case under study with other cases. In some studies this claim is made 
more explicit than in others. Walton continues to argue: 'However gingerly, we try to 
make an argument about both the particular circumstance and the universe. Researchers 
seldom, if ever, claim that their work deals only with a particular circumstance. And if 
they sometimes say that they have presented "only a case", the term itself reveals greater 
ambitions. Cases are always hypotheses' (ibid.: 122). This is what David Wainwright (1997) 
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calls the 'hidden claim of generalisability'. According to him, qualitative research aims to 
produce findings that have relevance beyond the immediate context of the study, even if 
the explanatory range is limited in time and space.  
 
Generalizability is a problematic concept, because of its multiple associations and its roots 
in positivistic academic traditions. Robert Yin (2003) makes a clarifying distinction 
between statistical and analytical generalization. Generalizing the results of the case study 
cannot be equated with statistical generalization, because cases are not 'sampling units' 
and should not be chosen for this reason (cf. ibid.: 32). In analytical generalization, 'the 
investigator is striving to generalize a particular set of results to some broader theory' 
(ibid.: 37).  
 
3.2.2 Temporary autonomy of an interpretation  
 
In this study, the ambition is to give insight into the specificities of the cases and to 
produce findings that go beyond the immediate context of these cases. On the one hand, 
the narrative analysis aims to understand how individual people talk about Tilburg and 
Almere, and on the other hand, the analysis aims to tell something about the cultural 
framework within which people make sense of the city and urban life (cf. Elliott, 2005). In 
doing so, the study tries to come to grips with the fact that case studies always imply both 
particularity and generalisation. However, in this process, it is important to remember 
that 'the conclusions of case studies have to be regarded as interpretations' (Ashworth, 
2003: 19; his emphasis). In contrast to the positivistic research tradition, many 
contemporary qualitative researchers do not embrace the idea of developing a best 
interpretation, having a superior, revealing insight, or finding a singular holistic meaning 
(cf. Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000: 152). However, it is possible to maintain that one 
interpretation is in certain aspects better than another: 
 
Which interpretation proves best will emerge during the course of the interpretive process 
(a process which incidentally also goes on within the interpreters themselves). In 
Madison's (1988) terminology, this is a logic of argumentation, not a logic of validation. 
Using this analogy, empirical 'facts' are presented as (one of many) arguments in favour of 
a certain interpretation in social science, not as one side in a theory-reality 
correspondence. (Ibid.: 154) 
 
Since the making of interpretations is not about discovering the truth, it is important to 
justify your interpretations (Rose, 2001: 2). Any new interpretation remains valid until 
another, still better interpretation is produced. Each interpretation is thus always 
provisional and can be changed at any moment, if further, relevant information appears 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000: 78). The aim is then to make the most plausible 
interpretation of what has happened, given the information available at any particular 
time. The autonomy of any interpretation can therefore be only temporary at best.  
 
3.3 Criteria and techniques for qualitative research 
 
At this point in the chapter, I want to return to Loretta Lees's appeal at the beginning of 
this chapter to be more transparent and explicit about the particular method or data set 
used. Lees (2003: 107) argues that in particular 'new' urban geographers often make a case 
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for methods and methodology, but do not follow this though in their research and writing. 
In my view, this argument dovetails with Nigel Thrift's worries about a shift in geography 
towards philosophical rather than empirical means of argumentation (as cited in Cloke et 
al., 2004: 337). Contemporary publications in urban geography, and particularly those by 
cultural and critical geographers, do seem to be more geared to philosophical than to 
methodological debates. In an effort to argue against this trend and to create more 
transparency and openness in my own research process, I reflect in this section upon 
possible criteria and techniques that could be used to increase the trustworthiness of 
qualitative case study research in general and narrative studies in particular. First, I 
introduce various criteria and techniques. The idea of this part of the chapter is to give an 
overview of several significant contributions to the debate on this issue. Subsequently, I 
give a brief reflection on the various criteria and techniques. In the following chapter, I 
revisit this discussion and show how I implemented the criteria and techniques in my own 
research.  
 
3.3.1 Making the rules explicit 
 
Baxter and Eyles (1997: 511) argue that in a qualitative research process it is essential to 
make the implicit 'rules' explicit. This creates a clarity that helps to improve the 
trustworthiness of a study. Trustworthy findings are findings that are worth paying 
attention to and taking account of (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 290). Lincoln and Guba's 
notion of trustworthiness has four elements: credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability. In the following, I discuss these four elements in separate sections. 
Although I mention a whole list of criteria and techniques, the bottom line in case study 
research is that the data collection procedures are not routinized (Yin, 2003: 58). The 
research process cannot be controlled a priori and criteria or techniques used do not give 
guarantees for the outcomes of the process. Case study research is a flexible process that 
needs progressive focusing. The criteria and techniques can primarily help to create more 
transparency and clarity in the research practice. In this respect, Atkinson et al. (1991) 
argue the following: 
 
It is not a matter of the researcher simply telling the reader that a study is valid or reliable 
for that qualitative research study to be valid or reliable. Rather, the process of establishing 
the trustworthiness of any study comes down to the quality of the relationship built 
between the researcher and the community of readers and critics who examine the study. 
(Atkinson et al., 1991, as cited in Chenail, 1995). 
 
Credibility 
 
The most important principle for guiding qualitative studies is the notion of credibility 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985, as cited in Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 512). 'This may be defined as 
the degree to which a description of human experience is such that those having the 
experience would recognize it immediately and those outside the experience can 
understand it' (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Credibility refers to 'the connection between the 
experiences of groups and the concepts that the social scientist uses to recreate and 
simplify them through interpretation' (Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 512). The principle of 
credibility relates to how the reconstruction of the researchers fits the realities and views 
the participants express in the process of the inquiry (Oka and Shaw, 2000). 'Hence, the 
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goal of the researcher is to represent adequately the realities of groups in such a way that 
not only does the scientific community but also the people who constructed the reality in 
the first place understand the (re)construction of that reality' (Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 513).  
 
According to Jane Elliott (2005: 23), some researchers – here she explicitly mentions 
Graham (1984) and Mishler (1986) – have advocated the use of narrative interviews 
because they empower the respondent to set the agenda and prevent respondents' 
experiences from becoming fragmented. Both of these considerations, Elliott continues, 
imply that interviews that attend to individuals' narratives would produce data that are 
more accurate, truthful or trustworthy than structured interviews that ask each 
respondent a standardized set of questions. However, Elliott argues (2005: 24), other 
researchers emphasize that narratives do not transparently reflect experience; rather, they 
give meaning to it.8 For Elliott (ibid.: 25) 'one way out of this issue about whether narrative 
approaches produce more "valid" evidence is to understand that the validity of evidence in 
qualitative interviews is crucially dependent on the type of research question that is being 
asked (cf. Kvale, 1989)'.  
 
If the focus is on providing a realist description of the social world and of individuals' 
experiences then it must be acknowledged that narratives in qualitative interviews are 
unlikely to provide an unproblematic window on to what happened. (…) However, if the 
research focus is more on the meanings attached to individuals' experiences and/or on the 
way that those experiences are communicated to others then narratives provide an ideal 
medium for researching and understanding individuals' lives in social context. (Elliott: 
2005: 26) 
 
Transferability 
 
Transferability refers to the possibility that what was found in one context by a piece of 
qualitative research is applicable to another context (Oka and Shaw, 2000). In the previous 
section, this was briefly discussed in respect to the duality between particularization and 
generalization in case studies. Stake (1995) argues there that the first obligation in case 
study research is to understand the particularity of the case. In line with this, Lincoln and 
Guba argue: 'If there is to be transferability, the burden of proof lies less with the original 
investigator than with the person seeking to make an application elsewhere. The original 
inquirer cannot know the sites to which transferability might be sought, but the appliers 
can and do' (1985: 298). According to Baxter and Eyles '[t]ransferability refers to the degree 
to which findings fit within contexts outside the study (1997: 515). Transferability of case 
study findings is based not on sample size, but on representativeness (Baxter and Eyles, 
1999: 181). It is not the quantity that is important, but the credibility of the argument and 
the validity of the findings. According to Elliott (2005), not a lot has been written about 
the generalizability of qualitative studies in general and of narrative studies in particular:  
 
If narratives become the focus of research not simply because they provide an insight into 
individuals' experiences and the meanings they make of them, but because their form tells 
us something about the cultural framework within which individuals make sense of their 
lives, then the close analysis of narratives produced by a relatively small sample of 
                                                 
8
 More was said on the relation between narratives and experiences at the end of section 2.2. Furthermore, 
Potter (1996) elaborately discusses the relationship between representation, factuality and reality. 
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individuals may provide evidence that is considered to provide an understanding of the 
intersubjective meanings shared by the whole of the community. The external validity or 
generalisability of this evidence will therefore depend on a demonstration of how widely 
those intersubjective meanings are shared or in other words what delineates the 
boundaries of the community or culture that is being studied. This difficult issue is one 
that has, as yet, received very little discussion in the literature on qualitative research. 
(Ibid.: 28) 
 
Dependability 
 
Dependability refers to the repeatability of research findings and their accessibility to 
other researchers; that is, it is concerned with whether another researcher under the same 
circumstances would make the same observations leading to the same set of conclusions 
(Davies, 1999: 85). In quantitative research, reliability means that the same tests should 
produce the same results. For qualitative researchers, this kind of replicability is 
impossible to realize because the research design is so flexible and the research findings 
are produced by constantly changing interactions between researchers and participants 
(Oka and Shaw, 2000). For the dependability of qualitative research it is above all 
important that these changes are traceable (publicly inspectable).  
 
Confirmability 
 
Confirmability refers to the degree to which findings are determined by the respondents 
and the conditions of the inquiry, not by the biases, motivations, interests or perspectives 
of the inquirer (cf. Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 290; Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 517). It is 
'concerned with establishing the fact that the data and interpretations of an inquiry were 
not merely figments of the inquirer's imagination.' Researchers need to link 'assertions, 
findings, and interpretations, and so on to the data themselves in readily discernible ways' 
(Schwandt, 1997: 164, as cited in Oka and Shaw, 2000).  
 
3.3.2 Techniques and protocols 
 
In line with the preceding criteria, the literature on qualitative methods mentions a whole 
list of techniques and protocols that can be used to establish trustworthiness. The various 
techniques and protocols are aimed at increasing the probability of high credibility, 
transferability, dependability and confirmability.  
 
The first three activities in the field that increase the probability of high credibility are 
'preventative' techniques (Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 514). Prolonged engagement involves 
spending sufficient time in the field so that the researcher can develop a good relationship 
with the subject. This can enable deep understandings of the research situation. Persistent 
observation involves focusing on the 'things that count' in terms of the research question 
being asked. It is a question of depth, as an addition to the wideness of prolonged 
engagement. Triangulation is another technique mentioned for strengthening credibility. 
'The idea of triangulation is that, with the help of different kinds of methods, it is possible 
to better determine a particular phenomenon.' (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000: 46) In 
some research, triangulation is merely mentioned as a tool for assessing trustworthiness. 
According to Baxter and Eyles (1999: 179), this is rarely sufficient, since there are many 
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forms of triangulation and many methods of performing them (cf. Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 
508).  
 
Robert Stake (1995: 112-114) mentions four protocols for triangulation. For data source 
triangulation, we look to see if the phenomenon or case remains the same at other times, 
in other spaces, or as persons interact differently. For investigator triangulation, we have 
other researchers take a look at the same scene or phenomenon. Another protocol is 
theory triangulation, which can be achieved whenever multiple researchers (from 
alternative theoretical viewpoints) compare their data. The fourth protocol – 
methodological triangulation – is the one most recognized. This protocol acknowledges 
the idea that every method partially determines the outcome and thus different methods 
give different perspectives. Giorgio and Giorgio (2003: 30) argue for the acceptance of the 
limits of the chosen method and say that often this choice cannot be fully justified. They 
add to this that each method has strengths and limits. '[T]he research process itself can be 
enhanced only when limitations of methods are made explicit so that proper limits on 
ensuing interpretations of findings can be established' (ibid.: 46). The triangulation of 
several methods overcomes some of the limitations, but simply combining some methods 
is not enough to achieve a coherent result. It has to be clear for what purpose each 
method is used, and limitations remain.  
 
Baxter and Eyles (1997) also mention four analytical techniques to increase the credibility 
after data have been collected. These techniques are based on the work of Lincoln and 
Guba (1985). Peer debriefing involves exposing data and interpretations to a respected 
colleague in order to point up possible sources of misinterpretation and the 'suppression' 
of themes or voices that do not 'fit' the 'storyline' (Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 514; Vaughan, 
1992: 197). Negative case analysis is the second analytical technique mentioned. '[It] 
involves a largely inductive process of constantly revising an hypothesis by comparing it 
with all interview texts until it accounts for all known cases' (Baxter and Eyles, 1997: 514). 
Referential adequacy, the third technique, is the practice of verifying the constructs 
developed through an interpretation of the bulk of the data by the subsequent analysis of 
a selection of the data that have been archived (ibid.: 515). Member checking is arguably 
one of the most important strategies for enhancing credibility since it involves checking 
the adequacy of analytical categories, constructs, hypotheses with members of the 
group(s) from which the data were obtained (ibid.). Stake also addresses the topic of 
member checking: 'In a process called "member checking", the actor is requested to 
examine rough drafts of writing where the action or words of the actor are featured, 
sometimes when first written up but usually when no further data will be collected from 
him or her. The actor is asked to review the material for accuracy and palatability' (Stake, 
1995: 115). 
 
The most mentioned technique for establishing transferability in qualitative research is 
making 'thick' descriptions. This term, which was popularized by Clifford Geertz in 1973, 
refers to providing descriptive data that are so sufficient that users of your research report 
can judge whether the findings are applicable to their own settings. The reader normally 
wishes to determine to what degree the case can be transferred to other contexts, and by 
giving thick descriptions the researcher can help the reader in doing this (Baxter and 
Eyles, 1997: 516). Chenail (1995) argues in this respect that, while acknowledging that there 
is always a degree of reduction in qualitative research, researchers must still endeavour to 
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give the readers an impression of where the data were found and how they were generated 
and collected. The researcher should also demonstrate, Chenail (ibid.) continues, the 
context of the data prior to their being separated in analysis and isolated in the re-
presentation process.  
 
Although dependability and confirmability are distinct criteria, both are realized by 
similar techniques in qualitative research. Of these techniques, 'auditing' is emphasized 
strongly by many authors. Schwandt (1997: 6, as cited in Oka and Shaw, 2000) states that 
auditing is 'a procedure whereby a third-party examiner systematically reviews the audit 
trail maintained by the inquirer'. In the case of qualitative interview research, the auditing 
can consist of reviewing interview transcripts, interview guides, lists of interviewees, lists 
of categories and hypotheses the researcher used while analysing the data, and so on. 
Robert Yin (2003: 101-105) advises to create a case study database to organize and 
document all the data collected. This gives the critical reader the opportunity to inspect 
the raw data that led to the case study's conclusion. All the data, important research 
decisions, and developments in the research process can be documented in the case study 
database, which makes the whole case study better available for independent inspection.  
 
A last technique for establishing trustworthiness that is mentioned by Lincoln and Guba is 
the reflexive journal. Such a journal does not refer to a specific criterion, but is used to 
strengthen the research process as a whole. The reflexive journal helps the researcher and 
the reader to reflect on the choices made during the research process. In this respect, 
Chenail (1994, as cited in Chenail, 1995) emphasizes that it is very important to document 
key research decisions. 'Get clear with yourself what it is that you are doing at every point 
along the way of doing your project. Note it and present it to your readers. Even if what 
you were doing was intuitive guessing, let the reader in on it.' A way to maintain this 
posture is to consider the reader in the research process at all times. Chenail (1995) urges 
the researcher to present as much of the 'back stage' information of the research as 
possible. 'By back stage I mean that you communicate as clearly as you can what it was 
that you did to create your project, what were your choices along the way, what else did 
you consider doing in the project but chose not to do' (ibid.). According to David 
Wainwright (1997: 7/14) reflexivity is not primarily a means of demonstrating the validity 
of research to an audience, but rather a personal strategy by which the researcher can 
manage the analytical oscillation between observation and theory in a way that is valid to 
him- or herself. On an epistemological level, reflexivity is 'an attempt to resist the 
universalizing claims of academic knowledge and to insist that academic knowledge, like 
all other knowledge, is situated and partial' (Rose, 2001: 129-130). 
 
3.3.3 Reflection on criteria and techniques 
 
As stated at the beginning of this section, the criteria and techniques mentioned here are 
discussed in an effort to create more transparency in the research process and to be more 
explicit about the choices made. As the discussion of the research process in the next 
chapter shows, I do not claim that these criteria and techniques make my research more 
valid or trustworthy. First and foremost I aim to be as open as possible about my research 
process and the contributions to the above discussion helped me to reflect on how to 
achieve that. This approach tries to take into consideration an often heard critique that 
there is no canonical approach to validation in interpretive work, no recipes or formulas 
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(Czarniawska, 2004; Elliott, 2005; Riessman, 1993; Taylor, 2001). Taylor is particularly 
critical of the claims made by many researchers who use particular criteria and 
techniques, and argues that researchers should make far more limited claims:  
 
The knowledge produced by research is assumed to be situated, meaning that claims which 
are made can refer only to the specific circumstances of place, time and participants in 
which the research was conducted. It is contingent, in that these claims therefore do not 
have the status of stable and enduring truth. The researcher acknowledges the reflexivity of 
the research process and the non-neutrality of research texts. These are not neutral but 
reflect a particular worldview and set of interests. (Taylor, 2001: 319) 
 
Subsequently, Taylor (ibid.: 320) elaborates on alternative general principles for good 
practice in academic research and specific criteria for evaluating discourse analysis. These 
principles and criteria include coherence, attention to detail, explication of the process of 
analysis, rigour and locating the research in relation to previously published work. In my 
view, Taylor has the same aims with these principles as I have with the criteria and 
techniques for establishing trustworthiness mentioned above. Both sets of criteria and 
principles are not considered to be strict guidelines and both are used to create an 
awareness of possible pitfalls in the research process and to produce a reflexive attitude 
during this process. Accordingly, all these criteria and principles – those by Taylor as well 
as those discussed above – contribute, in my view, to an enhanced level of autocritical 
reflection and methodological humility (Burrawoy, 1998, as cited in Peck, 2003: 737). In 
the following chapter, I regularly return to the previously discussed criteria and 
techniques, and state whether and, if so, how they were used in this study.  
 
3.4 Concluding remarks 
 
As the previous discussions show, I react in this study to a perceived lack of discussion on 
methods and methodology and to the shift to philosophical rather than empirical means 
of argumentations in the field of urban geography. By elaborately discussing various 
criteria and techniques for qualitative research, an attempt is made to make the 'rules' 
explicit. Rather than relying on unarticulated strategies, I try to be explicit about the 
methods and methodology used in this study. The discussion in the next chapter on the 
choices made during the fieldwork is a further attempt to contribute to this. Moreover, I 
try to create space for the interpretations of the reader. This opening up of the research 
process is nevertheless not without its problems. For example, the more the researcher 
aims to give space to the voice of the reader, the more the scope for the researcher's more 
advanced interpretations is reduced; both the empirical material and the analysis need to 
be presented in such a way that the reader should be able to draw his or her own 
conclusions. Besides the fact that it will always be difficult to assess ex ante how this 
'opening up' can be done best, it will also be the case that some readers, for whatever 
reason, will be more interested in what the researcher has to say about the cases. 
However, in this study the attempt to create space for the reader first and foremost aims 
to stimulate the reader's engagement with the urban tales. In an attempt to achieve this, 
these tales are presented at length and separate from my own interpretations. 
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4. THE VOICES FROM THE FIELD 
 
 
The call for more transparency and openness with regard to the qualitative research 
process, as expressed in the previous chapter, is made concrete in this chapter, in which I 
report on the fieldwork. I discuss in detail the choices I made during the fieldwork and 
during the writing up of the fieldwork material. In doing so, I regularly refer to the criteria 
and techniques reviewed in the previous chapter. The main goal of this chapter is to 
explicate the choices I made during the research process and to be as transparent as 
possible about the considerations with regard to those choices. In the first part of the 
chapter, a lot of attention is given to the process of collecting and selecting the abstract, 
concrete and personal urban tales. In the second part of the chapter, I account for the way 
the various urban tales were analysed.  
 
The following text is based on my case study database (cf. Yin, 2003: 101-105). This 
database comprises all the raw data collected for this study – all the newspaper articles, all 
the results from archive and library searches, and the transcripts from all the interviews. 
Moreover, it contains background information on some important research decisions. In 
addition, all search activities in news archives and Dutch academic libraries are 
documented in detail. The aim of this case study database is to make the research process 
publicly inspectable and to provide an insight into possible biases, motivations or interests 
on my behalf. On request and under certain conditions, this case study database is 
available for further research. However, even without this database it is possible to gain 
more insight into some of the choices and selections I made during the research process. 
After all, the abstract and concrete urban tales collected in this study are all publicly 
available and my representations of these tales can thus be analysed and evaluated. 
Finally, more information on the choices I made during the collection, selection, writing 
up and analysis of the various urban tales is given in the following sections.  
 
4.1 Collecting the urban tales 
 
In an effort to bring together a multiplicity of voices, I not only discuss various different 
types of tales, but I also discuss each type of tale by presenting a number of examples. 
Hence, this polyvocal study looks both at the representations of different types of urban 
tales and at different voices within these types of urban tales. In the following, I describe 
the actual selection of the various tales and the considerations I had during the collection 
and writing up of the urban tales. In doing so, I pay special attention to the process of 
writing up – a process that often receives little or no attention (Bailey, White and Pain, 
1999: 174) even though many scholars see this phase as an important part of the research 
process (Crang and Cook, 2007: 150-206). According to Harper (1992: 157), the physical 
presentation of data becomes part of the message of the text, while David Wainwright 
(1997: 11/14) sees writing up as part of the analytical process and as influencing the way it is 
understood by the reader. In an effort to open up the text for the active reinterpretation of 
the reader, I have included large extracts from all the different tales presented in the 
various chapters. The aim of providing these thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) is to 
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increase the credibility and transferability of the research findings. As Baxter and Eyles 
contend, 'quotations are important for revealing how meanings are expressed in the 
respondents' own words rather than the words of the researcher' (1997: 508).  
 
4.1.1 Abstract urban tales 
 
The status of the abstract urban tales in this study is in some respects not as 
straightforward as the status of the concrete and personal urban tales. On the one hand, 
the abstract urban tales are treated as empirical material and thus as tellings by specific 
narrators that evoke specific repertoires and construct specific plots. Just like the concrete 
and personal tales about Tilburg and Almere, these abstract tales are scrutinized in the 
analysis for their way of emplotment and their references to specific repertoires. However, 
these tales about 'cities in general' can also be co-constitutive of particular repertoires and 
thus do more than merely refer to interpretative repertoires. An example from this study is 
David Harvey's article on the entrepreneurial city. His ideas on urban competition have 
been highly influential on contemporary urban debates and one could argue that they 
have become part of the 'well-established meanings and associations of the city'. As shown 
by one of the marketing tales of Tilburg, the idea that cities compete with each other to 
attract footloose capital – a central idea in Harvey's article – has become a well-established 
way of understanding the city and of the place of cities in the contemporary world. Hence, 
one could argue that Harvey's abstract urban tale not only evokes a specific set of 
repertoires, but also co-constitutes the repertoire of the entrepreneurial city.  
 
Selection 
 
From a methodological viewpoint, the chapter comprising the abstract urban tales was the 
most difficult one to compose. The very broad description of abstract urban tales – 
following Finnegan (1998: 14), these tales tell of the nature of cities in general – means that 
many possible stories could be included in this specific chapter. In the end, I decided to 
focus on four tales: Louis Wirth's essay 'Urbanism as a way of life', Jane Jacobs's 
introduction to The death and life of great American cities, David Harvey's article 'From 
managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the transformation of urban governance in late 
capitalism', and Manuel Castells's article 'European cities, the informational society, and 
the global economy'. The selected texts are all classic texts on the city and exemplify 
various ways of looking at the city and at urban development. Although the four texts are 
from different periods in time, they are examples of enduring writings that we, as urban 
scholars, use constantly (cf. LeGates and Stout, 2003: 1-5). I selected them for my study in 
the first place because they are discussed or reprinted in several textbooks and readers on 
the city – notably the Blackwell City Reader (Bridge and Watson, 2003a) and the 
Routledge City Reader (LeGates and Stout, 2003) – and in books by Bridge and Watson 
(2002), Hubbard (2006), Massey et al. (1999), Parker (2004), Savage et al. (2003) and 
Tonkiss (2005). Three of the abstract urban tales included here feature either in the 
Blackwell City Reader (Harvey) or in the Routledge City Reader (Wirth and Castells). In 
the case of Jacobs's book chapter, her introductory chapter to The death and life of great 
American cities, which is discussed here, is not included in either of these two readers. 
However, in both readers the second chapter of her book, titled 'The use of sidewalks: 
safety', is included. The decision to include her introductory chapter instead of that 
second chapter was based on her discussion of the orthodox planning history in general, 
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and the work of Howard and Le Corbusier in particular. This discussion makes it possible 
to review the work of several important scholars by means of one abstract urban tale. 
Likewise, the essay by Louis Wirth explicitly built on previous works by such scholars as 
Durkheim, Tönnies, Weber and Simmel.  
 
Of course, the classic status of these publications is not the only reason they were selected, 
and thus reference to their inclusion in readers or handbooks alone does not justify their 
discussion here. Other classic tales could have been included as well and, as one might 
understand, I would have wanted to include many of them. Several classic texts were 
shortlisted for inclusion in this chapter, notably Amin and Thrift's Cities: Reimagining the 
Urban (2002), Ernest Burgess's The Growth of the City (1984), Mike Davis's City of Quartz 
(1990), Michel de Certeau's Walking in the City (1984), Ebenezer Howard's Garden Cities of 
To-morrow (1965), Henri Lefebvre's The Production of Space (1991) and Writings on Cities 
(1996), Frank Lloyd Wright's Broadacre City (2003), Kevin Lynch's The Image of the City 
(1960), Lewis Mumford's What is a City? (2003), Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone (2000), 
Richard Sennett's The Uses of Disorder (1970), George Simmel's The Metropolis and Mental 
Life (2002), Ed Soja's Thirdspace (1996) and Postmetropolis (2000), and Sharon Zukin's The 
Culture of Cities (1995).  
 
Although many urban scholars would probably agree on the classic status of these 
publications, they would also dispute the inclusion of some of them and argue for the 
inclusion of others. The same goes for the four tales I selected for this study: this is not an 
indisputable set of academic texts. However, in my view, the selected abstract urban tales 
are particularly suitable for this study. This is, in the first place, based on the fact that the 
selected texts resonate with my typology of concrete urban tales. The selection of the tales 
by Wirth, Jacobs, Harvey and Castells was part of an iterative research process and cannot 
be dissociated from my decision to look at planners', marketing, external and local tales. 
As the analysis of these tales shows, this set of academic publications can help to create a 
better understanding of the urban tales of Tilburg and Almere. In some cases, the abstract 
tales help to critically review some of the underlying assumptions of the concrete tales, 
while in other cases they give more insight into the rationales used to account for certain 
practices and ideas as they are expressed in the concrete tales. Furthermore, this specific 
set of abstract tales addresses issues that are relevant to two medium-sized Dutch cities. 
Examples from the large body of work on global cities are not included since they do not 
seem to be particularly suitable for discussions on Tilburg or Almere. Finally, as 
mentioned, an additional reason for selecting the articles by Wirth and Jacobs is that they 
discuss the work of other classic authors who have written about the city and urban life.  
 
Writing up 
 
In the presentation of the abstract urban tales, I try to convey the argumentation of the 
author in his or her own words. The body of the text contains no personal opinions or 
evaluations from my side. Although I was aware that some of the nuance and complexity 
of the original argument would be lost, I reduced each academic text to a three- or four-
page 'summary'. This often meant that I had to proceed with seven-league strides through 
certain parts of the articles or chapter. In doing so, I always tried to focus on what I 
consider to be the author's main argument. Interpretations from my side are in all cases 
reserved for the last part of each section. In contrast to the analyses of the concrete and 
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personal urban tales, in these sections I draw explicitly on discussions by other academics. 
As discussed before, part of the classic status of these abstract urban tales is their 
consistent use. In the analysis of the tales by Wirth, Jacobs, Harvey and Castells, I 
therefore occasionally refer to their discussion by other academics. 
 
4.1.2 Concrete urban tales 
 
In this section I discuss in more detail the collection of the four different types of concrete 
urban tales (i.e. planners' tales, marketing tales, external tales and local tales) on Tilburg 
and Almere. Here, I focused primarily on contemporary urban tales that had been 
published since the early 1990s.9 In general, I looked for relatively widely known, or at 
least relatively widely available publications on Almere and Tilburg. Some of the searches, 
as discussed below, were very structured and systematic, while others were more 
explorative. In the following, the various searches – specifically those for newspaper 
articles and academic and popular publications – are discussed elaborately. Subsequently, 
more is said on the selection and writing up of the concrete urban tales. 
 
Newspaper articles 
 
I browsed through a wide variety of local and regional newspapers via their news archives 
on the Internet. The main search was conducted in October 2004, when I collected over 
500 articles on Tilburg and Almere. After that I continued to browse through the 
newspapers' archives until the end of the project, but in this period the search was often 
conducted with a specific article or theme in mind.  
 
For local news I browsed through the archives of three different newspapers: De Gooi- en 
Eemlander (a regional newspaper with local news from Almere), Almere Vandaag (a free 
local newspaper for Almere) and the Brabants Dagblad (a regional newspaper for the 
province of Noord-Brabant with a local edition for Tilburg). The Internet archives of these 
newspapers covered the period 2002-2005 in the case of Almere, and the period 1996-2005 
for Tilburg. Initially, I collected a total of 103 articles on Almere and 174 on Tilburg. In the 
case of Almere, it is important to mention that people in Almere, in comparison with 
those in other Dutch cities, hardly read local newspapers. This led at the beginning of 2003 
to the demise of the regional newspaper Dagblad van Almere, as it had in previous years to 
the demise of Almere editions of the national newspapers Het Parool and Het Nieuws van 
de Dag.  
 
In my search I used a variety of terms, which to some extent determined the selection of 
articles I found. The terms I selected are in line with the typology of concrete urban tales 
and thus range from marketing to history and planning. Although the different terms 
ensured the coverage of a wide variety of topics, it is of course possible that some 
potentially crucial articles have not been included. However, after a number of entries the 
same articles started to reappear and increasingly less new relevant articles were found. In 
the case of Tilburg, I used the terms moderne industriestad (modern industrial city), 
                                                 
9
 There is one notable exception to this time frame, namely a 1971 article on the urban development plans for 
Almere. This particular publication is included because, in my view, it is essential for a good understanding of 
the contemporary planners' discussion. 
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identiteit (identity), marketing, promotie (promotion), Westpoint (as a reference to the 
Westpoint residential tower), groei (growth), bouw (building/construction), geschiedenis 
(history), stadshart (city centre), Ruud Vreeman (the current mayor), Johan Stekelenburg 
(the previous mayor) and Kruikenzeikers (a nickname for the inhabitants of Tilburg), all in 
combination with the term Tilburg. In the case of Almere, I used the terms groei (growth), 
historisch (historical), geschiedenis (history), bouw (building/construction), wonen 
(living), campagne (campaign), stadshart (city centre), nieuws (news), internet, inwoners 
(inhabitants), samenwerking (cooperation), sociaal (social), burgers (citizens), politiek 
(politics), identiteit (identity) and kasteel (castle), all in combination with the term 
Almere. In the end, most of the collected articles were used for the local urban tales while 
some were used as background information for the other concrete urban tales.  
 
In addition to the local news from De Gooi- en Eemlander and the Brabants Dagblad, I also 
looked in the archives of other regional newspapers. I did this by browsing through the 
general archive of the PCM newspapers.10 By combining the terms identiteit (identity), 
imago (image) and industriestad (industrial city) with Tilburg and/or Almere, I found 36 
relevant articles. From this collection, I selected one article from a regional newspaper for 
the external tales of Tilburg.  
 
Besides archives for local and regional newspapers, there is also a combined news archive 
for the Dutch national newspapers. This archive – LexisNexis – covers all the newspapers 
that are published by PCM, namely Algemeen Dagblad (articles since 1991 from this 
newspaper are included in LexisNexis), Financieele Dagblad (since 1994), NRC Handelsblad 
(since 1991), Parool (since 1993), Trouw (since 1992), de Volkskrant (since 1995). De 
Telegraaf, the most widely read newspaper in the Netherlands, is not published by PCM 
and thus not included. Due to copyright issues not all the articles published in PCM 
newspapers are included in the archive. I used the following search terms: identiteit 
(identity), imago (image) and industriestad (industrial city) in combination with Tilburg 
and/or Almere, and the term Kruikenzeikers. These terms were obviously inspired by the 
general theme of this study and resulted in a large number of possibly useful articles, from 
which I selected 127 on Almere and 110 on Tilburg. Several of these articles were used in 
the external tales sections. 
 
Academic and popular publications 
 
More stories on Tilburg and Almere were collected by using Picarta, a library user service 
that makes it possible to browse Dutch academic libraries for books and articles. A Picarta 
search in November 2004 resulted in 1830 articles or books with Almere in the title and 
3017 articles or books with Tilburg in the title. The search encompassed the period since 
1980 and resulted in the selection of 67 and 38 relevant books and articles on Almere and 
Tilburg, respectively. The articles used were published in the following Dutch journals, 
which are mainly aimed at academic and professional audiences: Geografisch Tijdschrift, 
Rooilijn, Geografie, Stedebouw en Volkshuisvesting, Recreatie & Toerisme, K&M: Tijdschrift 
voor empirische filosofie, Archis, Comma, Stedebouw & Ruimtelijke Ordening, P&M: 
                                                 
10
 PCM Uitgevers ('PCM Publishers') is one of the largest publishers in the Dutch language region and is 
primarily active as a publisher of daily newspapers, free newspapers, and general and educational books. A 
large proportion of Dutch newspapers are owned by PCM. 
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Psychologie en Maatschappij, Sociologische Gids, Agora, Tekst[blad], Elsevier, VNG-
magazine, Vastgoed, Intermediair, ROM, Ng, Communicatie, Vrij Nederland, Bouw and 
Tijdschrift voor Marketing.11 In addition to carrying out the Picarta search, I made a 
constant effort to find relevant books and articles on Almere and Tilburg, especially by 
browsing the Internet and making regular visits to local bookshops, the regional archive in 
Tilburg and the city archive in Almere. Finally, I found some publications after a specific 
search; for instance, I retrieved the marketing tales from Tilburg via the municipality's 
website.  
 
Selection and writing up 
 
The chapters on the concrete tales of Tilburg and Almere were based on the results of the 
formerly discussed search. The articles and books I eventually included in the chapters 
represent only a small selection of what I found, and in the following I elaborate on the 
criteria and considerations that guided me in the selection process.  
 
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the concrete urban tales gathered here are 
predominantly tales of Almere or Tilburg from the period 1990-2007. An important 
guiding principle in the collection of these tales was the typology of concrete urban tales. 
This typology helped to sort out the vast quantity of stories about both cities. Although 
this typology is wide ranging, it is not all-embracing. Limiting myself to the period 1990-
2007 entailed a limitation on the availability of useful sources. In some instances, only a 
relatively small group of publications qualified for inclusion as examples of a certain kind 
of tale. There were, for instance, not many widely known sources available for the 
marketing tales of both cities, and the same goes for the planners' tales of Tilburg and the 
local tales of Almere.  
 
The articles and books I sought had to convey frequently heard stories from every type of 
concrete tale and to do so in an interesting and appealing manner. The breadth of my 
study furthermore meant that I had a preference for articles and books that encapsulated a 
certain theme comprehensively. The aim was to cover a wide variety of topics within a 
manageable number of tales. So, when push came to shove I choose breadth rather than 
depth. Despite this, it was impossible to include all topics in the two chapters. For 
instance, the topic of social cohesion (or the supposed lack of it) is not included in the 
chapter on Almere. Despite some interesting publications on this subject, there simply 
was not enough space to include this or many other topics. In other instances, a topic was 
included that did not belong to a certain type of tale. This underscores the idea that the 
various urban tales are not always kept separate, nor are they the exclusive property of 
particular groups (Finnegan, 1998: 54). In the chapter on Almere, there are three different 
tales about the same topic. The local castle, which is still under construction, features in 
the planners' tales section as well as in the external and the local tales sections. Likewise, 
it was not always clear which type of tale a specific publication was. Some external tales, 
for instance, drew heavily on local informants whose views dominated those accounts. 
 
                                                 
11
 It should be noted that although these publications were, in part, written for an academic audience, they 
were not used as sources for the abstract urban tales. After all, the various articles in these publications deal 
with a specific urban locality (Tilburg or Almere) and not with cities in general.  
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The original articles and books were written in Dutch; I translated them into English for 
this project. Since this was the case for most of the included sources, the fact is not 
mentioned on every occasion. Accordingly, all citations in both concrete urban tales 
chapters were translated by me. However, there are some exceptions to this: in the case of 
the marketing tales of Tilburg, some municipal brochures had been written in English; the 
books used for the planners' tales of Tilburg had an English summary; and two articles 
used for the planners' tales of Almere had both a Dutch and an English version. In the 
process of translating and summarizing the various tales, I constantly tried to convey the 
argumentation of the author in his or her own words. I did not include any personal 
opinions or evaluations in the body of the text. Nonetheless, the representation of the 
concrete urban tales in this study remains a partial and limited effort, not in the last place 
because the original version of the text often included one or more pictures and a distinct 
visual design. 
 
4.1.3 Personal urban tales 
 
The personal urban tales were collected via in-depth life story interviews. An important 
advantage of this kind of interview is that the interviewee is given the opportunity to set 
the agenda of the interview. In the framework of this study this was particularly 
important, since I wanted to find out how the interviewees experienced living in their 
current place of residence. Therefore it was important for me to enter the lifeworld of the 
participant instead of forcing them to enter mine (cf. Smith and Osborn, 2003: 60). 
Following Fontana and Frey, I do not perceive interviews as neutral tools of data 
gathering, but as active interactions between two or more people that lead to negotiated, 
contextually based results (2000: 646). Although I did not focus on this in the actual 
analysis, it should be noted that I consider my own presence and form of involvement as 
integral to the respondents' accounts, which makes these life stories a joint production (cf. 
Mishler, 1986; Murray, 2003).  
 
The majority of the interviews were recorded in the homes of the interviewees. Before 
each interview I provided a brief statement explaining that I was interested in the life story 
of the interviewee and that this story would be part of a wider project in which different 
types of urban stories were being collected. I also made it clear that I was particularly 
interested in the relationship between the respondent's life story and his or her current 
place of residence (Tilburg or Almere). The interviewees were subsequently asked to 
spend approximately an hour talking informally about their own life and memories. In 
some cases, the idea of 'telling your life story' needed more explanation, especially because 
it was not clear to some interviewees why I was interested in their personal life story. 
Besides that, some interviewees needed additional encouragement during the interview. 
In those cases I worked with a few guiding principles, as they are articulated by Holloway 
and Jefferson (2000), who state that you need to design interviews in such a way 'that the 
interviewee has primary responsibility for structuring the account, generating its content 
and moving the narrative onward. This requires asking few questions, which are open-
ended, but which elicit concrete stories related to a person's experience. In following up, 
the interviewer stays within the interviewee's meaning frame by using both the ordering 
and the phrasing of the interviewee' (ibid.: 137).  
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The life stories presented here are only a very small proportion of all the possible life 
stories I could have collected for this study. In theory, I could have collected over 380,000 
– which is roughly the sum of the number of inhabitants of Tilburg and Almere.12 Hence, 
these stories are first of all highly individual accounts of living in a city. Nevertheless, 
despite their singularity, these tales do share their perspective on the city. In one way or 
another, all these tales tell a story about living in Tilburg or Almere from the perspective 
of an urban dweller. Or as Finnegan puts it: 'Ultimately, these stories were recorded in the 
knowledge that they were likely to be heterogeneous rather than representative of any 
collective trend – except that perhaps each was characteristic of urban life, and of personal 
narration, precisely in being unique' (1998: 58; her emphasis).  
 
Selection and member checking 
 
In the period November 2005 – December 2006, I collected 20 life stories, evenly divided 
between Tilburg and Almere, through in-depth interviews. In the end, one of these 
interviews could not be used because of problems with the sound recording. In close 
consultation with the interviewee, I decided to replace this life story with fragments from 
a speech the interviewee had written on the same subject.  
  
The interviewees were found mainly by the so-called snowball method, in which the 
various contacts lead to others. Although this method can create more uniformity among 
interviewees, I considered it essential that the various interviewees introduced me to new 
interviewees. The telling of one's life story requires a certain amount of trust between 
interviewer and interviewee, and being introduced helped – to some extent – to achieve 
this. In the case of Tilburg, the first person I interviewed was Fons van Hest, the husband 
of a then colleague of my partner. Subsequently, I spoke to some of his friends, his 
neighbour and a friend of the neighbour, the sister of a friend of Fons, an acquaintance of 
that sister, a friend of that acquaintance, a friend of that friend, and the sister-in-law of 
that friend again. In the case of Almere, the collecting of the tales developed somewhat 
differently. My point of entry into that city was a website called Het Geheugen van Almere 
('The memory of Almere'), which collects personal stories about the history of Almere 
from the perspective of people living there. Since this project resembled my project so 
closely, I contacted the website's founders (Connie Franssen, Frank Kresin and Karen 
Heijne) and they helped me to get in contact with people who wanted to tell me their life 
story.13 These different entry points led to somewhat deviating groups of interviewees. 
More interviewees from Almere had received a comprehensive education and 
consequently talked differently about their own life. In general, these interviewees tended 
to stress their own agency instead of talking about their life as determined by outside 
constraints or by coincidence (cf. Linde, 1993: 129). 
 
Although I was primarily guided by the various interviewees in the case of Tilburg and by 
the suggestions of Connie Franssen in the case of Almere, I had two preconditions in the 
process of selecting the interviewees: I wanted to get an equal number of men and women, 
                                                 
12
 If one assumes that someone can tell different versions of a life story on different occasions (cf. Linde, 1993; 
Taylor and Littleton, 2006), then this number actually is multiple times bigger than this.  
13
 This website and its common ground with my project are discussed more elaborately at the beginning of the 
chapter on the personal tales from Almere. 
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and the interviewees should have lived for a considerable amount of time in Tilburg or 
Almere. The aim of these preconditions was to create some diversity among the 
interviewees as well as more depth in the individual urban experiences. I expected that 
people who had lived for a longer time in Tilburg or Almere would have a more elaborate 
experience of urban life in these cities. However, this precondition meant that the two 
groups of interviewees differed considerably with respect to their housing career. All 
interviewees from Tilburg, for instance, had lived there for most of their lives; none of 
them had moved to Tilburg as an adult and thus none of them had made a conscious 
decision to move to Tilburg. In the case of Almere, in contrast, most of the interviewees 
had only lived there for the most recent part of their lives and thus had consciously 
decided to move to this city. Although this difference between the cases is a direct 
consequence of the research design and therefore cannot be presented otherwise, the 
conscious decision to move to Almere is also an essential characteristic of urban life in a 
rapidly growing new town. Most of the people who live in Almere were not born there and 
had decided at a certain moment in their housing career to move to Almere.  
 
The highly personal accounts of the interviewees were treated with the utmost care, 
especially since I had the approval of almost all the interviewees for the credited 
publication of their life stories in my dissertation. Consequently, the narrators of these 
personal urban tales are individuals telling their life story in person. The one interviewee 
who preferred to remain anonymous is included as such in the text and direct or indirect 
references to the identity of that person have been removed. Just like most of the other 
interviewees, this interviewee saw the Dutch interview transcript before publication. In 
line with the technique of member checking, all interviewees also got a copy of the final 
English rendition of their life story as it appears in this book. As a result of this 
consultation, some interviewees pointed out a few factual errors, while others asked 
whether I could correct the grammatical and spelling errors in their account caused by the 
spoken language of the interview.  
 
Writing up 
 
The two chapters on personal tales from Tilburg and Almere have a similar set-up. Both 
start with an account of four life stories, and subsequently fragments of the other six life 
stories are discussed. These fragments are loosely clustered in two sections: one section is 
on moving to, within or from the city, while the other is on living in the city. Since I asked 
the interviewees to link their life story with their place(s) of residence, there were some 
recurring themes and topics during the interviews that were grouped under the labels of 
'moving' and 'living'. In the first part of the chapter the four life stories are rendered by 
substantial extracts told in their narrators' own terms. According to Finnegan (1998: 56), 
these long extracts should bring home that these tales are indeed those of individuals, 
each recounting personal experiences unique to their tellers. In the chapters these extracts 
are in the same font and font type as the rest of the text, but with an increased indent. 
Although most parts of the interviews are presented, some fragments are omitted. In those 
cases, a text summarizing that fragment of the interview is inserted.  
 
My main ambition in the writing up of the life stories was to capture the breadth and 
depth of these stories. I wanted to present detailed, contextualized and personalized 
accounts of living in a city. In the four selected life stories, I looked for a mix of stories that 
52 
would best represent all the life stories collected in Tilburg or Almere. For the selection of 
fragments from the other six life stories, I partly followed David Wainwright's suggestion 
to treat (in his case, ethnographic) data in the same manner as social scientific accounts: 
 
The rationale for conducting in-depth interviews is that people involved in a phenomenon 
may have insights that would not otherwise be available to the researcher, and it is the 
quality of the insight that is important, rather than the number of respondents that share 
it. (…) When we quote the work of a particular social scientist we do so because of its 
explanatory power, not because it represents a commonly held view, and the same logic 
applies to qualitative data. (Wainwright, 1997)  
 
In the process of transcribing and translating the original interviews, I took the liberty to 
occasionally edit the text to improve the readability. After all, the spoken language of the 
interview is not always easy to read. I did this only in certain situations, namely when 
there was too much repetition in the text, when the interviewee used too many 
subordinate clauses, or when sentences were not finished and were therefore 
incomprehensible. Besides the occasional editing, I also divided the interviews into 
different paragraphs, again to improve the readability. The paragraphs are used to 
demarcate topics and to manage the length of the paragraphs, and thus do not represent a 
pause in the interview. These efforts to increase the readability of the text have made the 
printed life stories less explicit and nuanced than the original oral life stories as they were 
told during the interviews. I could have used special print techniques to present the 
transcript of the interviews, and thus stay much closer to the oral version of the story, but 
the use of elaborately notated transcription systems is not without problems: 'readers 
confronted with extensive unfamiliar transcription conventions tend to skip the examples, 
which is the worst possible outcome of a choice of transcription system' (Linde, 1993: xi). 
In addition, transcription systems are very uncommon in geographical studies and the 
translation of the original transcript from Dutch into English makes special print 
techniques even more problematic. I therefore decided to use a more accessible form and 
to occasionally make some adjustments to improve the readability of the text.  
 
4.2 Looking for repertoires and plots 
 
In my analysis of these urban tales, I looked at the way these stories are told, as well as at 
the wider discursive environment that is implicated in their telling. By using the concepts 
interpretative repertoire and emplotment, the analysis focuses both on how the wider 
discursive environment shapes the various urban tales and on their implications for how 
people construct accounts of the city and urban life. Before discussing in detail how the 
analysis was conducted, I should mention the fact that all the tales in this study were 
collected and written down previous to the analysis. So, during the analysis I could rely on 
the empirical material in its entirety. As the following discussion shows, this was 
especially important with respect to identifying the interpretative repertoires.  
 
4.2.1 Close reading and exploration 
 
The analysis of the abstract, concrete and personal urban tales can be divided into several 
phases. In the first phase, each urban tale was read closely to explore which stories were 
told about the city and urban life and how these specific stories were told. At the same 
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time, a preliminary attempt was made to explore the commonalities in the various tales 
and to discern some patterns across them. All the urban tales discussed in the previous 
section share the fact that they shape and reflect the ways we see and experience city life 
and envisage its development (Finnegan, 1998). In doing so, they evoke a specific set of 
interpretative repertoires. As discussed previously, interpretative repertoires are part of a 
wider set of discursive resources that are available in the social and cultural context of the 
narrator. They are relatively coherent ways of talking about subjects and events in the 
world (Edley, 2001: 198), and for this study these 'subjects and events' are defined more 
narrowly as 'the city and urban life'. In the analysis of the various urban tales, the focus 
was therefore on the way these urban tales make use of already-existing and probably 
well-established interconnections of meanings and associations of the city and urban life 
(cf. Taylor, 2003). Since these repertoires consist of already existing and well-established 
meanings and associations, they give insight into the different ways that people can talk 
about the city and urban life. Consequently, we can begin to understand the possibilities 
and the limitations that exist for talking about the city and urban life.  
 
Since interpretative repertoires are part of a wider discursive environment of a particular 
social and cultural context, their identification always needs to be data-driven. In a 
discussion on how interpretative repertoires can be identified by the researcher on the 
ground, Edley (2001: 198) sees familiarity with the empirical data as the most important 
trick. This familiarity can be best achieved by collecting the data personally. Edley refers in 
this respect to the time during the collection of interviews when 'one begins to feel as 
though you've heard it all before. People seem to be taking similar lines or making the 
same kinds of arguments as others previously interviewed. The same kind of things occurs 
with the repeated reading of transcripts' (ibid.). When gaining a deeper knowledge of the 
topic, the researcher comes to 'recognize patterns across different people's talk, particular 
images, metaphors or figures of speech. This is a sure sign, as an analyst, that one is 
getting a feel for the "discursive terrain" that makes up a particular topic or issue' (ibid.: 
199). Hence, the identification of repertoires is in the first place based on the recognition 
of patterns in the empirical material. Taylor and Littleton (2006: 28) argue that this is in 
line with Wooffitt's definition of a 'bottom-up' approach, in that the 'goal of analysis is to 
describe the organization of actual language practices, unencumbered in the first instance 
by theoretically derived characterizations of their import or nature' (Wooffitt, 2005: 154). 
Therefore, the first step of the analysis was to recognize patterns across the various urban 
tales. Furthermore, the close reading of this first analytical phase focused on the 
identification of distinct plots in these tales. 
 
4.2.2 Identification and description 
 
The patterns found in the first phase of the analysis were used in the second phase to 
identify a set of repertoires. Hence, the identification of repertoires was based not on a 
single urban tale but on the immersion in all of the urban tales collected for this study and 
on the search for patterns across those tales (cf. Taylor and Littleton, 2006: 28). After all, 
repertoires appear only in partial form when they are used by narrators in the telling of a 
story. Since repertoires are multi-interpretable and contingent, they cannot be separated 
from their local appropriation. Interpretative repertoires are not discrete but overlap and 
intertwine (Taylor, 2003: 203). Consequently, they are analysed in this study in relation to 
specific instances of use. In line with this, identifying a repertoire is a process of linking 
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different urban tales and their references to a similar repertoire. Even then, it can be the 
case that a repertoire can still be described only in part. In such cases, it is possible to 
guide this empirical process by the findings of previous analysts and the features they have 
identified (Reynolds and Taylor, 2004: 201). Some repertoires may also be noticeable for 
their similarity to academic, legal or other institutional theories. These can help to 
understand and articulate the particularities of a specific repertoire.  
 
For this particular study, only two comparable analyses were found, viz. Finnegan's 
identification of culturally expected features in the tales about Milton Keynes (1998) and 
Taylor's analysis of women's talk about places of residence and relationships to place 
(2003). Their analyses informed my own analysis, especially in those cases that my 
empirical material evoked specific repertoires only indirectly or to a small extent. In those 
instances, I furthermore drew on debates about the city and urban life in urban studies. 
Many different scholars have discussed the various meanings and associations that people 
relate to the city and urban life. The process of collecting and selecting the abstract urban 
tales for this study contributed particularly to my knowledge of these debates. By reading 
various classic urban scholars I encountered many discussions on the content of 'urban' 
repertoires, although these scholars did not use this particular concept. Hubbard, for 
instance, reviewed various anti- and pro-urban myths and imaginations (2006: 60-68). He 
furthermore noted how dominant understandings of cities tend to be articulated in 
contrast with the countryside, which is principally known through the myth of the 'rural 
idyll' (ibid.: 60). Just like the analyses by Finnegan and Taylor, my knowledge of the 
debates in urban studies was used to elaborate and develop partially articulated 
repertoires as they were identified in the empirical material. In other words, the 
identification of the repertoires principally remained data-driven and external theories 
and analyses were used only as an addition to the empirical findings (cf. Taylor and 
Littleton, 2006: 28).  
 
In addition to the identification and description of repertoires, the second phase of the 
analysis also involved the assessment of the main plots of the various urban tales. For 
every tale the most important events and their arrangement were determined. 
Consequently, the various plots were put side by side in an effort to identify some 
commonalities or the lack thereof. In this process, various questions were asked. Did the 
narrators of the various tales refer to similar events, or not? Did they refer to these events 
in comparable ways, or not? Did they relate similar events to each other, or not? And, in 
conclusion, did they construct comparable plotlines, or not? In answering these questions, 
the personal urban tales occupied a special place. Their focus on individual life stories 
resulted in a distinct set of plots, like the chronological development of these individual 
lives in various stages. With regard to interpretative repertoires, however, the personal 
urban tales regularly evoked similar repertoires about the city and urban life as the other 
urban tales.  
 
4.2.3 Creating a polyvocal story 
 
Starting from a set of plots and repertoires – as they were identified and described in the 
second phase of the analysis – my aim in the third and last phase of the analysis was to 
present these findings in a surveyable and comprehensive manner. For this purpose, I used 
two approaches. The first was used for the abstract urban tales chapter and encompassed 
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the presentation of specific plots and repertoires with regard to each individual tale. 
Accordingly, the four abstract urban tales were each analysed separately in a distinct 
section immediately after the rendition of every tale. The second approach was used for 
the concrete and personal tales from Tilburg and Almere and entailed the creation of two 
polyvocal stories. In a polyvocal story, as it is introduced in this study, the various voices 
of the city are confronted with each other and analyses if and how these tales intertwine 
with regard to plot and repertoire. In doing so, a complex story is created in which the 
narrators' attempts to capture their own experience are confronted with already existing 
and well-established meanings and associations about the city and urban life. As such, the 
polyvocal stories on Tilburg and Almere show how each urban tale is unique in its detail 
and shaped to the context and purpose of its telling, yet employs resources held in 
common with other speakers (cf. Reynolds and Taylor, 2004: 213). By exploring these 
resources – or intersubjective meanings – the analysis gives insight into the possibilities 
and limitations that exist for talking about the city and urban life in general and for 
talking about the cities of Tilburg and Almere in particular. 
 
The repertoires and plots identified in the previous phases of the analysis formed the basis 
for both polyvocal stories in this study. The eventual chapters are organized loosely 
around the occurrence or non-occurrence of linkages and associations between the 
various plots and repertoires. In other words, the chapters revolve around the way the 
plots and repertoires which are identified in the various tales do, or do not, intertwine. In 
the end, not every narrative detail of each urban tale is discussed. Which narrative 
dimensions are highlighted depends on the specificities of the various tales and the way 
they do or do not intertwine with other tales. In some cases, I elaborate on the repertoires 
evoked in the telling of one tale or in a set of tales. In other cases I focus on a specific plot 
or set of plots.  
 
4.3 Concluding remarks 
 
Since my aim is to be as transparent and explicit as possible about the research process, 
this chapter presented an elaborate account of the choices I made during my fieldwork 
and during the writing up of the research. One important technique I use is the inclusion 
of thick descriptions. As the subsequent chapters show, these thick descriptions are 
crucial to my approach. All the urban tales are presented at length and my interpretations 
of them are given in distinct sections or chapters. The idea behind this set-up is that it 
makes it possible to show how all the individual tales tell a distinct and often coherent 
story about a city. It furthermore creates the opportunity for me, as a researcher, to 
analyse the narrative features of these tales comprehensively. Finally, this set-up gives the 
reader the possibility to get a thorough understanding of the argument of the various 
narrators, and consequently it creates the possibility to confront their own interpretation 
of these arguments with my interpretations.  
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5. ABSTRACT URBAN TALES 
 
 
In an effort to understand the complexities that constitute a city, academics have 
articulated many different tales that cast a distinct light on the city and on urban life. In 
this chapter I discuss a selection of four classic academic tales about the nature of the city 
in general. The tales stem from different eras and different parts of the academic debate, 
but they share the fact that they all were, and still are, highly influential on the way that 
academics as well as practitioners understand the city and urban life. The four tales are 
Louis Wirth's essay 'Urbanism as a way of life', Jane Jacobs's introduction to The death and 
life of great American cities, David Harvey's article 'From managerialism to 
entrepreneurialism: the transformation of urban governance in late capitalism', and 
Manuel Castells's article 'European cities, the informational society, and the global 
economy'. Since these tales have been so influential, many other academics have discussed 
them before. Although I occasionally refer to these discussions, it is not my primary 
intention to intervene in these discussions or even to summarize them. The idea here is to 
look at these urban tales in a somewhat different way, namely to highlight their narrative 
features. More specifically, I look at the way in which these abstract urban tales are 
emplotted and at specific interpretative repertoires that the authors evoke to tell these 
specific tales. In doing so, I primarily focus on those narrative features that contribute to 
the analysis of the concrete and personal urban tales in the next part of this study.  
 
Since the aim of this chapter is to highlight the plots and repertoires of these four abstract 
urban tales, it is important to convey the argument and the intentions of the author as 
well as possible. In doing so, it is in my view imperative to stay true to the way in which 
the tale was originally rendered. As discussed in the previous chapter, an important way to 
achieve this in this study is the use of thick descriptions. While writing this chapter, and 
the following empirical chapters, I made an effort to represent the various urban tales in 
such a way that the composition and argumentation of the original texts would be 
retained. Accordingly, no personal opinions or evaluations from my side are included in 
the body of the text; all interpretations are postponed until the last part of each section. 
Nevertheless, since I reduced each of these academic texts to a three- or four-page 
summary, it was inevitable that part of the nuance and complexity of the original 
argument would be lost. In sections 2.4.1 and 4.1.1, I say more about the selection and 
writing up of the abstract urban tales. The narrative analysis is discussed more elaborately 
in sections 2.3 and 4.2.  
 
5.1 Urbanism as a way of life 
 
The work of Louis Wirth and his esteemed colleagues (e.g. Ernest Burgess and Robert 
Park) has become known as the Chicago School. In the 1920s and 1930s, this group of 
sociologists developed a pioneering body of urban sociological theory that still shapes the 
field of urban sociology (LeGates and Stout, 2003: 89). However, the work of the Chicago 
School in general, and the work of Wirth in particular, has also been central to the 
development of contemporary urban geography (Curry, 1992: 98). According to Savage et 
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al. (2003: 107), Louis Wirth's essay 'Urbanism as a way of life', which was published in 1938 
in The American Journal of Sociology, is one of the most influential sociological articles 
ever written. In this essay, Wirth develops a research agenda for studying the relationship 
between urban life and the human personality. He begins his argument as follows: 
  
Just as the beginning of Western civilization is marked by the permanent settlement of 
formerly nomadic people in the Mediterranean basin, so the beginning of what is 
distinctively modern in our civilization is best signalized by the growth of great cities. 
Nowhere has mankind been farther removed from organic nature than under the 
conditions of life characteristic of these cities. (Wirth, 1969: 143) 
 
Wirth subsequently argues that it is the shift from a rural to a predominantly urban 
society in our modern civilization that invites the sociologist to study the differences 
between the rural and the urban mode of living. In his view, however, this shift is not 
complete. The social life in modern cities still bears the imprint of an earlier folk society, 
so one should not expect to find abrupt and discontinuous variation between urban and 
rural types of personality (ibid.: 144-145). These nuances aside, Wirth casts the city and the 
country as opposites in the remainder of the article.  
 
The city and the country may be regarded as two poles in reference to one or the other of 
which all human settlements tend to arrange themselves. In viewing urban-industrial and 
rural-folk societies as ideal types of communities, we may obtain a perspective for the 
analysis of the basic models of human association as they appear in contemporary 
civilization. (Ibid.: 145)  
 
Wirth continues to argue that, despite the dominance of the city in our civilization, our 
knowledge of the nature of urbanism and the process of urbanization is meagre. He 
therefore sets out to formulate a sociological definition of the city by emphasizing the 
peculiar characteristics of the city as a particular form of human association (ibid.: 145). 
Before formulating his definition, Wirth first of all elaborates on the problems related to 
such an undertaking. Two often mentioned criteria of urbanism – namely number of 
inhabitants and density – both have their shortcomings. Wirth contrasts relatively small 
communities that lie within the range of metropolitan centres with relatively large 
communities in a predominantly rural area and suggests that the former might have a 
greater claim to recognition as urban community than the latter (ibid.: 145). To exemplify 
the shortcomings of population density as a criterion, Wirth mentions the low population 
density of city centres at night. However, Wirth contends that although both criteria have 
their shortcomings, they should not be abandoned. 
 
The fact that the urban community is distinguished by a large aggregation and relatively 
dense concentration of population can scarcely be left out of account in a definition of the 
city; nevertheless these criteria must be seen as relative to the general cultural context in 
which cities arise and exist. They are sociologically relevant only in so far as they operate as 
conditioning factors in social life. (Ibid.: 147) 
 
Consequently, both criteria appear in Wirth's sociological definition of the city as 'a 
relatively large, dense, and permanent settlement of socially heterogeneous individuals' 
(ibid.: 148). On the basis of the postulates suggested by this definition, Wirth formulates a 
theory of urbanism in the following section of his essay. Urbanism, incidentally, is not the 
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same as urbanization: the former refers to the complex of traits that makes up the 
characteristic mode of life in cities, while the latter denotes the development and 
extensions of these factors (ibid.: 148). 
 
Wirth argues that, notwithstanding the large amount of research and large number of 
textbooks on the city, there is no 'comprehensive body of compendent hypotheses which 
may be derived from a set of postulates implicitly contained in a sociological definition of 
the city' (ibid.: 149). He subsequently formulates a number of sociological propositions 
concerning the relationship between (a) numbers of population, (b) density of settlement, 
and (c) heterogeneity of inhabitants and group life (ibid.: 151-158). I do not go into each of 
these propositions here, but focus on some of the most pronounced. Wirth argues, for 
example, that an increase in the number of inhabitants of a community will limit the 
possibility of each member of the community to know all the others personally (ibid.: 152). 
Consequently, the increase in numbers involves a changed character of the social 
relationships. In essence, according to Wirth, the difference between rural and urban 
inhabitants is that urbanites have secondary rather than primary contacts: 
 
The contacts of the city may indeed be face to face, but they are nevertheless impersonal, 
superficial, transitory, and segmental. The reserve, the indifference, and the blasé outlook 
which urbanites manifest in their relationships may thus be regarded as devices for 
immunizing themselves against the personal claims and expectations of others. The 
superficiality, the anonymity, and the transitory character of urban social relations make 
intelligible, also, the sophistication and the rationality generally ascribed to city-dwellers. 
(Ibid.: 153) 
 
According to Wirth, the close living together of these urbanites, with their lack of 
sentimental and emotional ties, fosters a spirit of competition, aggrandizement and 
mutual exploitation (ibid.: 156). Frequent close physical contact coupled with great social 
distance can furthermore give rise to loneliness, while the frequent movement of great 
numbers of individuals in a congested habitat causes friction, irritation and possibly also 
nervous tensions (ibid.: 156). Wirth concludes this section by arguing that the 
heterogeneity of the urban community causes the urbanite to, for example, accept 
instability and insecurity in the world at large as a norm. This fact helps to account, too, 
for the sophistication and cosmopolitanism of the urbanite (ibid.: 156).  
 
In the remainder of his essay, Wirth proposes three interrelated perspectives from which 
to empirically approach urbanism as a characteristic mode of life (ibid.: 158-164). In the 
ecological perspective, urbanism is seen as a physical structure comprising a population 
base, a technology and an ecological order. In this perspective, Wirth argues, it is possible 
to operate with fairly objective indices, and thus quite precise and generally quantitative 
results can be obtained (ibid.: 159). In the second empirical approach, urbanism is seen as 
a form of social organization. In this perspective the distinctive features of the urban 
mode of life – like the declining social significance of the family and the disappearance of 
the neighbourhood – should be verified by using objective indices (ibid.: 160). In the third 
perspective, urbanism is studied as a set of attitudes and ideas, and as a constellation of 
personalities engaging in typical forms of collective behaviour and subject to characteristic 
mechanisms of social control. Wirth elaborates on this perspective in the following 
extract. 
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It is largely through the activities of the voluntary groups (…) that the urbanite expresses 
and develops his personality, acquires status, and is able to carry on the round of activities 
that constitutes his life career. It may easily be inferred, however, that the organizational 
framework which these highly differentiated functions call into being does not of itself 
insure the consistency and integrity of the personalities whose interests it enlists. Personal 
disorganization, mental breakdown, suicide, delinquency, crime, corruption, and disorder 
might be expected under these circumstances to be more prevalent in the urban than in 
the rural community. This has been confirmed in so far as comparable indexes are 
available, but the mechanisms underlying these phenomena require further analysis. (Ibid.: 
162) 
 
Wirth concludes his essay by stressing once more the importance of a workable theory of 
urbanism for urban sociology. He argues that sociologists have an important contribution 
to make to elaborate, test and revise such a theory.  
 
The miscellaneous assortment of disconnected information which has hitherto found its 
way into sociological treatises on the city may thus be sifted and incorporated into a 
coherent body of knowledge. Incidentally, only by means of some such theory will the 
sociologist escape the futile practice of voicing in the name of sociological science a variety 
of unsupportable judgments about poverty, housing, city-planning, sanitation, municipal 
administration, policing, marketing, transportation, and other technical issues. (Ibid.: 163-
164)  
 
Wirth's tale of community lost 
 
Since its publication 70 years ago, 'Urbanism as a way of life' has almost acquired the 
status of an obligatory passage point in any discussion on the city. Practically every 
contemporary urban studies handbook or reader discusses the connection Wirth makes 
between the city and psychic life. As the above rendition shows, Wirth's main ambition in 
this essay was to explain the differences between urban and rural people in terms of the 
functional responses of urban dwellers to the characteristic environmental conditions of 
modern urban society. So when urban people are considered more blasé or indifferent 
than rural people, he explains this by referring to the experience of living in large, dense, 
socially diverse urban environments. Robinson (2006: 8) argues that, despite the 
numerous contestations of this rather simplistic claim, it remains a constant component 
of contemporary urban theory and is often reproduced in urban readers, while the 
critiques of comparative urbanists have largely been ignored. Other commentators, 
notably Savage et al. (2003), likewise criticize the general claim in Wirth's analysis that 
man is determined by his spatial environment. Although I agree with these academic 
critiques on Wirth's essay, this is not the place to examine the plausibility of the claims he 
makes. As I explained earlier, the point I want to make is not the literal truth or falsity of 
any of the urban tales discussed in this study. The analysis of these tales focused on how 
the story is told, on the arrangement and selection of events, and on the repertoires used 
in their telling.  
 
In Wirth's essay, the city and the urban life are presented as the most advanced stage in 
the development of mankind. At the beginning of his essay, he argues that mankind has 
nowhere been farther removed from organic nature than under the conditions of life 
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characteristic of great cities (Wirth, 1969: 143). He consequently views the urban industrial 
and the rural folk society as two poles in reference to one or the other of which all human 
settlements tend to arrange themselves (ibid.: 145). Although Wirth focuses on the urban 
society in the remainder of the article, the rural society remains implicitly present 
throughout the argument. If Wirth, for example, considers urbanism as the experience of 
anonymity, loneliness, isolation and fleeting relationships, he implicitly makes a contrast 
with the security and warmth of the rural community (cf. Savage et al., 2003: 109). In this 
depiction of both the urban industrial and the rural folk society, Wirth evokes the same 
interpretative repertoire, which is referred to here as the 'repertoire of community'. This 
repertoire entails the way we generally talk about a place in terms of an integrated and 
stable social network based on a sense of belonging. In Wirth's account, this idea of 
community corresponds to the way of life in the rural folk society. He consequently 
describes the urban industrial society as the erosion of this way of living and depicts the 
city as a place of individual alienation and social problems. In doing so, Wirth draws on 
the earlier works of Simmel and Park. As Robinson (2006: 27) argues: 'He repeats their 
concerns with the absence of kinship bonds, neighbourliness and personal mutual 
acquaintances in cities and notes the personal and emotional qualities of intimate groups, 
the spontaneous self-expression, morale and participation that follow from integrated 
societies'.  
 
Even though the loss of community dominates his account, Wirth also refers to other, 
more positive responses of urban dwellers to the experience of living in large, dense, 
socially diverse urban environments. In doing so, the city is described not only in terms of 
'indifference, superficiality and a kind of utilitarianism in which everyone is out for their 
own interests' (Pile, 1999: 44), but also as a place of sophistication, cosmopolitanism and 
rationality (Wirth, 1969: 153, 156). According to Wirth, the coexistence of dissimilar social 
groups and individuals within the city produces positive possibilities for city life, such as 
greater tolerance and a rational and secularized way of life. In descriptions like these, 
Wirth seems to refer to what I would call the 'repertoire of cosmopolitanism' and the 
'repertoire of the cultural city'. Both repertoires are discussed in more detail in the 
remainder of this study, so here it suffices to say that the repertoire of cosmopolitanism 
stands for the way people talk about the city as a place for social mixing, variety, 
rationality and progressiveness, while the repertoire of the cultural city portrays the city 
as, among other things, a rational and modern place for innovation and progress. In 
general, both repertoires depict the city in more positive terms and are evoked by Wirth in 
his attempt to explain the sophistication and the progressiveness, among other things, 
which are generally ascribed to city-dwellers. Wirth argues (ibid.: 156) that because of the 
heterogeneity of the urban community, the urbanite accepts instability and insecurity in 
the world at large as a norm. In his view, this contributes to the sophistication and 
cosmopolitanism of the urbanite. The inclusion of these repertoires leads to Wirth's 
account containing some interesting paradoxes: the individual's relationship with city life 
is both liberating and stifling, both stimulating and deadening (cf. Pile, 1999: 45). 
However, for Wirth these paradoxes are not characteristic of urban life. For him, urbanites 
are predominantly competitive, superficial, indifferent, lonely and utilitarian. In an essay 
that aims to formulate a theory of urbanism and to set an agenda for future sociological 
research on the city, these negative overtones of the analysis indicate that Wirth in the 
end tells a somewhat different story. As this analysis of his essay shows, Wirth not only 
conveys his self-declared plot of creating a coherent theoretical body of knowledge on the 
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city, but first and foremost tells a story about the loss of community in the urban 
industrial society.  
 
5.2 The death and life of great American cities 
 
Jane Jacobs's The death and life of great American cities (1961) was published at a time 
when inner cities were 'being increasingly abandoned to the forces of poverty, decay, and 
neglect' (LeGates and Stout, 2003: 90). In contrast to many urban planners and theorists, 
Jacobs displayed an unabashed love of cities and urban life. She furthermore reintroduced 
the value of community to the design of urban spaces and questioned universally accepted 
articles of faith in urban planning (ibid.: 90). In the opening lines of the introductory 
chapter of her book – which is discussed here in full – Jacobs makes her aims very clear:  
 
This book is an attack on current city planning and rebuilding. It is also, and mostly, an 
attempt to introduce new principles of city planning and rebuilding, different and even 
opposite from those now taught in everything from schools of architecture and planning to 
the Sunday supplements and women's magazines. My attack is not based on quibbles 
about rebuilding methods or hair-splitting about fashions in design. It is an attack, rather, 
on the principles and aims that have shaped modern, orthodox city planning and 
rebuilding. (Jacobs, 1993: 5) 
 
In her attempt to set forth different principles than those of orthodox city planners, Jacobs 
writes primarily about common, ordinary things and about 'how cities work in real life, 
because this is the only way to learn what principles of planning and what practices in 
rebuilding can promote social and economic vitality in cities, and what practices and 
principles will deaden these attributes' (ibid.: 5). Jacobs argues that therefore one should, 
for instance, look at the reasons why certain areas are decaying and why other areas are 
refusing to decay. Orthodox planning theory does not help in such a case: the 
practitioners and teachers of this discipline 'have been incurious about the reasons for 
unexpected success, and are guided instead by principles derived from the behaviour and 
appearance of towns, suburbs, tuberculosis sanatoria, fairs, and imaginary dream cities – 
from anything but cities themselves' (ibid.: 9). According to Jacobs, great cities have 
unique qualities, necessities, advantages and behaviour, and thus need to be approached 
and analysed in ways that meet their complex needs.  
 
Jacobs claims that orthodox planners and designers oversimplify this complexity and thus 
fail to analyse great cities adequately. She elaborately discusses an example of Boston's 
North End to illustrate her point (ibid.: 11-16). The North End is an old, low-rent area 
merging into the heavy industry of the waterfront, and it is officially considered Boston's 
worst slum and civic shame (ibid.: 12). The neighbourhood has little parkland and the 
highest concentration of dwelling units of any part of Boston. In orthodox planning terms, 
Jacobs argues, the North End is 'a three-dimensional textbook of "megalopolis" in the last 
stage of depravity' (ibid.: 12). This is how Jacobs remembered the neighbourhood from her 
visits two decades earlier, but during a visit in 1959 (i.e. two years before the book was 
published) she was amazed: large parts of the North End had been rehabilitated and the 
neighbourhood was now a lively, friendly, safe and clean area. Trying to figure out how 
this could have happened, Jacobs called a Boston planner friend. He informed her that no 
external money was going into the North End, but that it had the lowest delinquency, 
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disease and infant mortality rates in the city. In the old days the neighbourhood used to be 
the worst spot for tuberculosis in Boston, but all that had changed, the planner told 
Jacobs. Despite this, he concluded by saying that the North End was still a terrible slum. 
This conclusion surprised Jacobs:  
 
My friend's instincts told him the North End was a good place, and his social statistics 
confirmed it. But everything he had learned as a physical planner about what is good for 
people and good for city neighbourhoods, everything that made him an expert, told him 
the North End had to be a bad place. (Jacobs, 1993: 15).  
 
Subsequently, Jacobs (ibid.: 15-16) describes how she learned afterwards that the 
rehabilitation work had been almost entirely financed by business and housing earnings 
within the district and by skilled work bartered among residents and their relatives. In 
addition, Jacobs describes an experience she had with a leading Boston savings banker, 
who said that it made no sense investing money in the North End, since it was a slum. The 
similarity between the experience with the planner and the banker is explained by Jacobs 
(ibid.: 16) as the result of the fact that bankers get the theories about cities on which they 
act from the same intellectual sources as the planners:  
 
Bankers and government administrative officials who guarantee mortgages do not invent 
planning theories nor, surprisingly, even economic doctrine about cities. They are 
enlightened nowadays, and they pick up their ideas from idealists, a generation late. Since 
theoretical city planning has embraced no major new ideas for considerably more than a 
generation, theoretical planners, financers and bureaucrats are all just about even today. 
And to put it bluntly, they are all in the same stage of elaborately learned superstition as 
medical science was early in the last century, when physicians put their faith in 
bloodletting, to draw out the evil humours which were believed to cause disease. (Ibid.: 16-
17) 
 
Jacobs argues that although this 'blunt medical analogy' may seem far-fetched, it is not: 
analogies as to what goes on in the brains of earnest and learned men who are dealing 
with complex phenomena they do not understand and who are trying to make do with 
pseudoscience do have a point (ibid.: 18). She claims that just like in the pseudoscience of 
bloodletting, the pseudoscience of city rebuilding and planning has developed for many 
years on a foundation of nonsense (ibid.: 18). In the meantime, bloodletting is exposed as a 
pseudoscience, while the same cannot be said for city planning: 
 
The pseudoscience of city planning and its companion, the art of city design, have not yet 
broken with the specious comfort of wishes, familiar superstitions, oversimplifications, and 
symbols, and have not yet embarked upon the adventure of probing the real world. (Ibid.: 
18-19).  
 
It is exactly this adventuring in the real world that lies at the heart of Jacobs's approach to 
great cities. Jacobs's view is that to understand the city, it is important to 'look closely, and 
with as little previous expectation as possible, at the most ordinary scenes and events, and 
attempt to see what they mean and whether any threads of principle emerge among them' 
(ibid.: 19). One principle is identified by Jacobs immediately and integrated into the 
central argument of her book:  
 
64 
This ubiquitous principle is the need of cities for a most intricate and close-grained 
diversity of uses that give each other constant mutual support, both economically and 
socially. The components of this diversity can differ enormously, but they must 
supplement each other in certain concrete ways. I think that unsuccessful city areas are 
areas which lack this kind of intricate mutual support, and that the science of city planning 
and the art of city design, in real life for real cities, must become the science and art of 
catalyzing and nourishing these close-grained working relationships. (Ibid.: 19) 
 
In the remainder of the introductory chapter to The death and life of great American cities, 
Jacobs discusses at length two influential figures in the orthodox city planning theory: 
Ebenezer Howard and Le Corbusier. She argues (ibid.: 23) that some of their ideas are 
utilized in this chapter to show where the orthodox ideas in city planning come from and 
how little they are to the point. She starts her account with Howard, who she describes as 
a man who not only hated the wrongs and mistakes of the city in the late nineteenth 
century, but he hated the city as a whole and considered it an affront to nature that so 
many people should get themselves into an agglomeration (ibid.: 23). In 1898, Howard 
proposed to halt the growth of London and repopulate the countryside by building a new 
kind of town – the Garden City. The maximum population of these self-sufficient small 
towns was to be limited to 30,000 people and, according to Jacobs, they were really very 
nice towns 'if you were docile and had no plans of your own and did not mind spending 
your life among others with no plans of their own', since 'the right to have plans of any 
significance belonged only to the planners in charge' (ibid.: 24). In the end, Howard 
managed to build two Garden Cities – Letchworth and Welwyn – but his main influence 
was on conceptions that would eventually underlie all American city planning (ibid.: 25). 
In short, he conceived that the way to deal with the city's functions was to sort and sift out 
of the whole certain simple uses, and to arrange each in relative self-containment. He 
focused on the provision of wholesome housing, which he defined in terms of suburban 
physical qualities and small-town social qualities. In Jacobs's view, his strict division of the 
different functions of the city stands diametrically opposed to the intricate, many-faceted, 
cultural life of the metropolis (ibid.: 25-26).  
 
Jacobs consequently argues that Howard's 'city-destroying ideas' were adopted by people 
like Lewis Mumford, Henry Wright and others, who are also known as the 'Decentrists'. 
Instead of a literal acceptance of Howard's plan to build Garden Cities, the Decentrists 
helped to popularize his underlying ideas to such an extent that they were eventually 
taken for granted in orthodox planning. Jacobs (ibid.: 27-28) lists some of these ideas, such 
as the separation of commerce from residences and green areas, and the resistance to 
possible future changes of the plans. Furthermore, the street was seen as a bad 
environment for humans – houses should be faced away from the street – and the 
presence of many other people in the neighbourhood was considered a necessary evil, at 
best. Much to Jacobs's dissatisfaction, ideas like these were gradually accepted as basic 
guides for dealing constructively with big cities: 
 
This is the most amazing event in the whole sorry tale: that finally people who sincerely 
wanted to strengthen great cities should adopt recipes frankly devised for undermining 
their economies and killing them. (Ibid.: 29).  
 
This 'anti-city planning' is subsequently linked by Jacobs with the ideas of the European 
architect Le Corbusier, who in the 1920s devised a dream city that he called the Radiant 
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City. In contrast to the low buildings of the Decentrists, Le Corbusier wanted to build a 
high-density city with skyscrapers. These skyscrapers would be so high that only a small 
percentage of the land would be covered by buildings; 85 to 95 per cent of the ground 
would remain open and be turned into a park. Although the Decentrists were aghast at Le 
Corbusier's city of towers in the park, the Radiant City was a direct descendant of the 
Garden City concept. As Jacobs (ibid.: 30) illustrates, Le Corbusier accepted the Garden 
City's fundamental image, on the face of it at least, and worked to make it practical for 
high densities. The Radiant City was, in his own words, a vertical garden city (ibid.: 30). 
For Jacobs, the Radiant City is an irresistible but ultimately deceitful vision:  
 
His city was like a wonderful mechanical toy. Furthermore, his conception, as an 
architectural work, had a dazzling clarity, simplicity and harmony. It was so orderly, so 
visible, so easy to understand. It said everything in a flash, like a good advertisement. This 
vision and its bold symbolism have been all but irresistible to planners, housers, designers, 
and to developers, lenders, and mayors too. (…) But as to how the city works, it tells, like 
the Garden City, nothing but lies. (Ibid.: 31-32) 
 
The fundamental ideas behind the Radiant City, just like those behind the Garden City, 
were accepted by city planners and designers and eventually merged into what Jacobs calls 
the Radiant Garden City (ibid.: 32). At the end of the introductory chapter, a third line of 
ancestry in orthodox planning is briefly mentioned: the City Beautiful movement. This 
movement – with Daniel Burnham of Chicago as its leading planner – aimed for a 
monumental city, with a system of baroque boulevards flanked by monumental civic or 
cultural centres (ibid.: 33). The ideas and conceptions of the City Beautiful merged in time 
with the Radiant City and the Garden City into 'a sort of Radiant Garden City Beautiful' 
(ibid.: 34), which brings Jacobs to the following conclusion: 
 
And by analogy, the principles of sorting out – and of bringing order by repression of all 
plans but the planners' – have been easily extended to all manner of city functions, until 
today a land-use master plan for a big city is largely a matter of proposed placement, often 
in relation to transportation, of many series of decontaminated sortings. From beginning to 
end, from Howard and Burnham to the latest amendment of urban-renewal law, the entire 
concoction is irrelevant to the working of cities. Unstudied, unrespected, cities have served 
as sacrificial victims. (Ibid.: 34) 
 
Jacobs's tale of diversity and interdependence 
 
Jane Jacobs's The death and life of great American cities is a self-declared attack on the 
principles and aims that have shaped orthodox city planning and rebuilding (Jacobs, 1993: 
5). As the introductory chapter of her book shows, Jacobs is highly critical of the way the 
city is planned and rebuilt by her contemporaries. In her view, urban planners and 
designers do not understand the city because they oversimplify its complexity. She 
moreover argues that they do not look properly and that they look at the wrong things. 
According to Jacobs, it is important to 'look closely, and with as little previous expectation 
as possible, at the most ordinary scenes and events, and attempt to see what they mean 
and whether any threads of principle emerge among them' (ibid.: 19). So, by looking at the 
common and ordinary things of the mundane city, Jacobs prioritizes the everyday life of 
the city. If one looks at a city in this way, she argues, then one can start to understand how 
the city works and subsequently one can identify successful and unsuccessful areas in a 
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city. As an example of a successful place, Jacobs refers to the North End in Boston. 
Looking at this area from an orthodox planning perspective, it is a 'three-dimensional 
textbook of megalopolis in the last stage of depravity', since it has little parkland and a 
very high concentration of dwelling units. However, if one visits the neighbourhood it 
turns out to be a lively, friendly, safe, clean and healthy place. So instead of a 'bad place' it 
turns out to be a 'good place' (ibid.: 15). It is this distinction Jacobs makes between a good 
and a bad place that I examine further here.  
 
As the example of the North End shows, Jacobs's good place resonates with the previously 
discussed repertoire of community. The rehabilitation work in that neighbourhood was 
done by the people who live and work there, and together they have created a lively and 
friendly neighbourhood. Clearly, Jacobs refers here to the more general idea of a place in 
terms of an integrated and stable social network based on a sense of belonging. In that 
respect, Jacobs's North End is not Wirth's city of secondary contacts that is dominated by 
anonymity, loneliness and isolation, but an urban area with neighbourhood vitality, social 
cohesion, and the perception and reality of safety (cf. LeGates and Stout, 2003: 91). 
According to Jacobs, such an area can only be achieved by an intricate and close-grained 
diversity of uses that give each other constant mutual support, both economically and 
socially (Jacobs, 1993: 19). She illustrates this point even more clearly in other chapters of 
her book, such as those on the uses of pavements in which she shows, among other things, 
how a close-grained diversity of uses improves the safety and contacts in city streets.  
 
However, in this introductory chapter, Jacobs is more concerned with her attack on 
orthodox city planning. In the second part of the chapter this attack turns to the history of 
planning theory when she focuses on the work of Howard and Le Corbusier. According to 
Jacobs, both men introduced ideas that would eventually underlie all American city 
planning. Especially in the case of Howard this is a paradoxical course of events, since his 
plans were designed to provide an alternative to metropolitan life. Jacobs eventually uses 
Howard and Le Corbusier to argue that the essence of orthodox city planning is the fact 
that its underlying assumptions are based on creating simplicity and order, while 
successful urban areas are, in her view, based on diversity and interdependence. This 
central contrast in her argument between simplicity and order on the one hand, and 
diversity and interdependence on the other hand, draws on more general ways of talking 
about the city. In this study, I label these two ways of talking about the city as the 
'repertoire of the planned city' and the 'repertoire of the organic city'. Both repertoires are 
discussed in more detail in the analyses of the urban tales of Tilburg and Almere, since the 
references to both repertoires in those tales are more explicit and elaborate. Jacobs refers 
only indirectly to these repertoires, although her distinction between simplicity and order 
on the one hand, and diversity and interdependence on the other hand, corresponds 
closely to the way the city is depicted in the repertoire of the planned city and in the 
repertoire of the organic city. 
 
5.3 From managerialism to entrepreneurialism  
 
David Harvey's article 'From managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the transformation of 
urban governance in late capitalism' was published in the academic journal Geografiska 
Annaler in 1989. As a Marxist urban analyst, Harvey is one of the leading academics in the 
development of a political economy approach to the city. In this particular article, Harvey 
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(1989: 3) argues that urban governance has become increasingly preoccupied with the 
exploration of new ways in which to foster and encourage local development and 
employment growth. Such an entrepreneurial stance contrasts with the managerial 
practices of earlier decades, which primarily focused on the local provision of services, 
facilities and benefits to urban populations. The article explores the context of this shift 
and seeks to show how mechanisms of inter-urban competition shape outcomes and 
generate macroeconomic consequences.  
 
At the beginning of the article, Harvey is critical of the what he calls the 'antiurban bias in 
studies of macro-economic and macro-social change' (ibid.: 3-4). All too frequently social 
change and economic development are understood without any deep enquiry into the 
roots and nature of urban processes. It is for this reason, Harvey continues, that he sets 
out to enquire what the role of urban process is in 'the quite radical restructuring going on 
in geographical distributions of human activity and in the political-economic dynamics of 
uneven geographical development in most recent times' (ibid.: 4). Subsequently, Harvey 
gives an account of the shift to entrepreneurialism in urban governance. He relates the 
reasons for this shift to the difficulties that have beset capitalist economies since the 
recession of 1973: 
 
Deindustrialization, widespread and seemingly 'structural' unemployment, fiscal austerity 
at both the national and local levels, all coupled with a rising tide of neoconservatism and 
much stronger appeal (…) to market rationality and privatization, provide a backdrop to 
understanding why so many urban governments, often of quite different political 
persuasions and armed with very different legal and political powers, have all taken a 
broadly similar direction. (Ibid.: 5)  
 
These difficulties do not explain the greater emphasis on local action to combat these 
problems, but according to Harvey this seems to have something to do with 'the declining 
powers of the nation state to control money flows, so that investment increasingly takes 
the form of a negotiation between international finance capital and local powers doing the 
best they can to maximize the attractiveness of the local site as a lure for capitalist 
development' (ibid.: 5). Before proceeding with his main line of argument, Harvey 
discusses some conceptual issues. For instance, he warns that cities – or 'the urban 
process' as he usually calls it – should not be viewed as active agent. Rather, urbanization 
should be regarded as 'a spatially grounded social process in which a wide range of 
different actors with quite different objectives and agendas interact through a particular 
configuration of interlocking spatial practices' (ibid.: 5). Harvey moreover argues that it is 
important to specify who is being entrepreneurial and about what. The power to organize 
urban life lies not only within the urban government, but at least within a broader 
coalition of forces in which urban government and administration have only a facilitative 
and coordinating role to play (ibid.: 6) – hence his use of the term 'urban governance' 
instead of 'urban government'. Drawing on a case study of Baltimore, Harvey subsequently 
lists three characteristics of urban entrepreneurialism. 
 
First, the new entrepreneurialism has, as its centrepiece, the notion of a 'public-private 
partnership' in which a traditional local boosterism is integrated with the use of local 
governmental powers to try and attract external sources of funding, new direct 
investments, or new employment sources. (…) Secondly, the activity of that public-private 
partnership is entrepreneurial precisely because it is speculative in execution and design 
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and therefore dogged by all the difficulties and dangers which attach to speculative as 
opposed to rationally planned and co-ordinated development. (…) Thirdly, the 
entrepreneurialism focuses much more closely on the political economy of place rather 
than of territory. (Ibid.: 7-8) 
 
In general, Harvey suspects that it is the feature of risk-absorption by the local (rather 
than the national or federal) public sector that distinguishes the present phase of urban 
entrepreneurialism from earlier phases of civic boosterism in which private capital 
generally seemed much less risk averse (ibid.: 7). In the subsequent pages, Harvey argues 
that there are four options for urban entrepreneurialism for urban governing coalitions. 
The first option involves the exploitation of particular advantages for the production of 
goods and services (ibid.: 8). Some of these advantages derive from the resource base or 
the location, while others are created through specific public and private investment in 
the physical and social infrastructure. The second option for the urban region is to 
improve its competitive position with respect to the spatial division of consumption (ibid.: 
9). To attract the consumer dollar, Harvey argues, the city has to appear as an innovative, 
exciting, creative and safe place to live or visit, and to play or consume in. This is 
increasingly achieved by gentrification, cultural innovation and physical upgrading of the 
urban environment, consumer attractions and entertainment (ibid.: 9). The third option 
for urban entrepreneurialism is the acquisition of key control and command functions in 
high finance, government, or information gathering or processing (ibid.: 9). The fourth 
and last option for 'urban survival' is to exploit the redistributive mechanisms of higher 
state tiers. According to Harvey, it is somewhat of a myth that central governments do not 
redistribute to the degree they used to do (ibid.: 10) and cities thus should try to attract as 
much 'state money' as possible.  
 
The idea of urban entrepreneurialism, as Harvey contends, implies some level of inter-
urban competition. The diminution in transport costs and the consequent reduction in 
spatial barriers to the movement of goods, people, money and information has heightened 
the significance of the qualities of place and it has strengthened the vigour of inter-urban 
competition for capitalist development (ibid.: 10). This, according to Harvey, will almost 
certainly operate as an 'external coercive power' over individual cities to bring them closer 
into line with the discipline and logic of capitalist development, and may even force 
repetitive and serial reproduction of certain patterns of development (ibid.: 10). The 
reduction of spatial barriers has, in fact, made competition between urban regions more 
acute: 
 
Urban governance has thus become much more oriented to the provision of a 'good 
business climate' and to the construction of all sorts of lures to bring capital into town. (...) 
The task of urban governance is, in short, to lure highly mobile and flexible production, 
financial, and consumption flows into its space. The speculative qualities of urban 
investments simply derive from the inability to predict exactly which package will succeed 
and which will not, in a world of considerable economic instability and volatility. (Ibid.: 11)  
 
In the following section of the article, Harvey explores the macro-economic implications 
of inter-urban competition, accordingly relating urban entrepreneurialism with broader 
processes of economic change. One of the implications of urban entrepreneurialism 
described by Harvey is the attempt to build a physical and social imagery of cities suited 
for that competitive purpose (ibid.: 14). The production of such an urban image, he 
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continues, can also help create a sense of social solidarity, civic pride and loyalty to place 
and even allow the urban image to provide a mental refuge in a world that capital treats as 
more and more placeless (ibid.: 14). Although Harvey argues that the entrepreneurial 
strategies in Baltimore did create some sense of place-bound identity for the population at 
large, he is critical of the claims of success. The strategies mainly helped to consolidate the 
power of influence of the local public-private partnership that brought the project into 
being, and although development money was brought into Baltimore, it remains hard to 
tell if it has brought more in than it has taken out given the absorption of risk by the 
public sector (ibid.: 14). 
 
In the remainder of his article, Harvey is critical of the entrepreneurial strategies. He 
argues that a critical perspective should be developed that focuses on the contrast 
between the surface vigour of many of the projects for regeneration of flagging urban 
economies and the underlying trends in urban condition (ibid.: 16). A critical perspective, 
he continues, should recognize that behind the mask of many successful projects there lie 
some serious social and economic problems and that in many cities these are taking 
geographical shape in the form of a dual city of inner-city regeneration and a surrounding 
sea of increasing impoverishment (ibid.: 16). In conclusion, Harvey ends by saying that a 
critical perspective on urban entrepreneurialism should look not only at its negative 
impacts, but also at 'its potentiality for transformation into a progressive urban 
corporatism, armed with a keen geopolitical sense of how to build alliances and linkages 
across space in such a way as to mitigate if not challenge the hegemonic dynamic of 
capitalist accumulation to dominate the historical geography of social life' (ibid.: 16).  
 
Harvey's tale of urban survival 
 
In David Harvey's account of the transition from managerialism to entrepreneurialism, the 
city is seen first and foremost as being shaped by the larger forces of capitalism. Building 
on ideas in Marxian capitalism, he argues that the diminution of transport costs has 
reduced the spatial barriers to the movement of goods, people, money and information. 
This results, in his view, in highly mobile and flexible production, financial and 
consumption flows that reflect the instability and volatility of the contemporary economy. 
According to Hubbard and Hall (1998: 16), Harvey has a rather dichotomous view of the 
global and local that implies that cities are 'fixed', waiting for 'mobile' capital and waves of 
economic change to ebb over them, and disregards the potential autonomy of cities or 
their potential to shape global circuits of capital. In my view, this dichotomy is reflected 
best in the term 'urban survival' (Harvey, 1989: 10). According to Harvey, the city is a 
victim of coercive external forces and must react in a proactive and entrepreneurial way in 
order to survive these forces.  
 
In general, Harvey claims that the entrepreneurial strategies of cities are necessary to 
resist the forces of global capitalism and to remain standing in the intensifying urban 
competition. Additionally, he identifies a shift from managerial urban government to 
entrepreneurial urban governance. The main difference between both eras is the risk 
absorption of the local government. In this respect, Harvey's analysis distinguishes the 
entrepreneurial city from traditional growth machine boosterism of the managerial era. 
Boosterism implied government support for private investment decisions, whereas in the 
entrepreneurial city much of the risk entailed in private investment is assumed by the 
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local state (cf. Roberts and Schein, 1993: 22). For Harvey (1989: 14), the extra risk 
absorption of the local government does not counterbalance the possible extra revenues of 
an entrepreneurial strategy. He is furthermore sceptical of the success claims of such 
strategies and as a result he – to paraphrase Hubbard and Hall – disregards the possible 
autonomy and potential of cities. In the end, Harvey argues that the only way for urban 
survival is the reimagination and restructuring of the city. Given the coercive laws of 
competition, cities can only try to keep ahead of the game. Or as Gibson (2003: 430) puts 
it, in the global inter-urban competition for investment and growth, city governments 
must play the cards they have been dealt. 
 
Harvey's story about the relationship between cities and capitalism is related in this study 
to the 'repertoire of the entrepreneurial city'. In this specific article, as well as in various 
other publications, Harvey makes an influential attempt to conceptualize the changing 
relationship between cities and global capitalism. He moreover conceptualized the 
shifting mode of urban governance that accompanied this change. Although some 
scholars have warned about putting too much emphasis on the link between inter-urban 
competition and enhanced capital mobility, Harvey's article very quickly became a citation 
classic (Wood, 1998). Consequently, his ideas about the relationship between urban 
competition and entrepreneurialism have been highly influential on contemporary urban 
debates, and one could even argue that, in this respect, he co-constituted a certain way of 
looking at and talking about the city. As such, his article explicitly tries to put forward 
innovative ways of understanding contemporary urban processes. Just like Castells in the 
following section, Harvey aims to offer a new perspective on the city by telling a new story 
about the city. Although his ideas were not completely new and although they have since 
been imitated and modified by others, the impact of his body of work on the 
entrepreneurial city leads me to argue that Harvey co-constituted the repertoire of the 
entrepreneurial city. In the analysis of the marketing tales of Tilburg and Almere, I give 
some examples of how his ideas have become a well-established way of understanding the 
city and its place in the contemporary world. Obviously, these ideas have not been 
reproduced word for word, although the similarity between the general argument of 
Harvey's account and the underlying logic of the marketing tales is evident.  
 
5.4 European cities, the informational society and the global economy  
 
In this section I discuss a last example of an abstract urban tale, namely Manuel Castells's 
1993 essay 'European cities, the informational society, and the global economy'. In this 
essay, Castells sees information technologies as the fundamental instrument of the new 
organizational logic that is transforming the urban future of Western Europe (LeGates and 
Stout, 2003: 475). The article is an adaptation of previous lectures and first appeared in the 
Tijdschrift voor Sociale en Economische Geografie.14 Castells wrote several other articles 
and books on the informational society, most notably The Informational City (1989) and 
his trilogy The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture (1996-1998).  
 
For Castells, cities are determined in their forms and in their processes. Some of their 
determinants are structural, linked to deep trends of social evolution, while others are 
historically and culturally specific (1993: 247). The sociological analysis of urban evolution 
                                                 
14
 In 1994 the article was republished in the New Left Review. Here, the 1993 TESG version of the article is used.  
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must start for Castells from the theoretical standpoint of considering the complexity of 
these interacting trends in a given space-time context. Intellectually he positions himself 
explicitly in the Marxian theoretical tradition and his analysis is presented as an 
integration of the perspectives of structuralism and subjectivism. He consequently uses 
this theoretical perspective to understand 'the fundamental transformations that are 
taking place in Western European cities at the end of the second millennium' (ibid.: 247). 
As Castells explains, his analysis is both general and structural and at the same time 
specific to the given social and cultural context of Western Europe.  
 
In an effort to understand the transformations in Western European cities Castells first 
discusses seven major social trends that, together and in their interaction, provide the 
framework of social, economic, and political life for European cities in this particular 
historical period (ibid.: 248). The first trend is a technological revolution based on 
informational technologies. Castells considers this to be the backbone of all other major 
structural transformations (ibid.: 248). Whereas the industrial revolution was based on 
energy, the current technological revolution is, in Castells view, based upon information 
technologies in the broadest sense of the concept. According to Castells, this technological 
revolution is an essential component of the new social structure that characterizes our 
world: the informational society. This second trend is understood by Castells as 'a social 
structure of a society whose sources of economic productivity, cultural hegemony, and 
political-military power depend, fundamentally, on the capacity to retrieve, store, process, 
and generate information and knowledge' (ibid.: 248-249). The third major structural 
trend is the formation of a global economy. This, in contrast to a world economy, is 'an 
economy that works as a unit in real time on a planetary scale. It is an economy where 
capital flows, labour markets, commodity markets, information, raw materials, 
management, and organization are internationalized and fully interdependent throughout 
the planet' (ibid.: 249). Castells adds that although the global economy embraces the 
whole planet, it does not embrace all its regions and all its populations.  
 
The fourth fundamental process in European cities described by Castells is European 
integration. This process will cause the internationalization of major political decision-
making processes and simultaneously a renewal of the role of regions and cities as loci of 
autonomy and political decision-making (ibid.: 250). According to Castells, this process is 
closely associated with the fifth major structural trend, namely an identity crisis among 
the cultures and people of European cities. This crisis is the result of two interrelated 
processes: 
 
On the one hand, the march to supranationality blurs national identities. This makes 
people uncertain about the power holders of their destiny, thus pushing them into 
withdrawal, either individualistic (neolibertarianism) or collective (neo-nationalism). On 
the other hand, the arrival of millions of immigrants and the consolidation of multi-ethnic, 
multi-cultural societies in most Western European countries, confronts Europe head on 
with the reality of a non-homogeneous culture. (Ibid.: 251) 
 
This will manifest itself predominantly in the major cities, Castells continues to argue. As 
a reaction to the national identity crisis, European cities will be increasingly oriented 
towards their local culture – identified by Castells as a localistic, quasi-tribal reaction – 
and increasingly distrustful of higher-order cultural identities (ibid.: 251). In the 
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meanwhile, European cities are also affected by the rise of the social movements of the 
informational society, which is the sixth major structural trend. Castells distinguishes two 
social movements: the environmental movement and the feminist movement. The former 
sparked the rise of ecological consciousness, which had far-reaching effects on urban 
policies and politics, while the latter has completely changed the social fabric of cities 
(ibid.: 251). Some of these new social movements will take the form of territorially based 
countercultures that will struggle with elite interests over the occupation of meaningful 
space in the main European cities (ibid.: 251). Beyond these territorial battles, the 'new 
marginality' is spreading over the European urban space. This last major structural trend 
discussed by Castells takes two forms. One is the tolerated ghettoes, where marginalized 
people are permitted to stay. The other is the open presence in the core area of cities of 
'street people' (ibid.: 252). This rise of the new marginality is presented as a result of the 
informational society, which concentrates wealth and power while polarizing social 
groups according to their skills. Castells (ibid.: 252) warns that we will witness the 
emergence of a social dualism – which could ultimately lead to the formation of a dual city 
– unless deliberate policies correct the structural tendencies.  
 
In the subsequent section of his essay, Castells discusses how the previously described 
trends have engendered a number of spatial phenomena that characterize the structure of 
major metropolitan centres in Western Europe. First of all, the economic engine in the 
informational global economy is the national-international business centre. This business 
centre thrives by performing information-processing and control functions, and without it 
there is no wealth to be appropriated in a given urban space.  
 
It is the nodal point in the space of flows that characterizes the dominant space of 
informational societies. That is, the business centre is the abstract space constituted by the 
networks of exchange of capital flows, information flows, and decisions that link 
directional centres throughout the planet. Because the space of flow needs nodal point to 
organize its exchange, business centres and their ancillary functions constitute the 
localities of the space of flows. (Ibid.: 252) 
 
A second transformation Castells identifies in major metropolitan centres is the role of the 
new elites. He argues that the new professional middle class in Western Europe is torn 
between the attraction to the peaceful comfort of the boring suburbs and the excitement 
of a hectic, and often too expensive urban life (ibid.: 253). The fact that the European elite 
did not go en masse to exile in suburbia, in contrast to their American counterparts, has 
profoundly shaped contemporary European cities. That is, they created exclusive 
residential areas in rehabilitated areas of the central city. However, the impact of the elite 
on the European city does not occur evenly, Castells continues to argue. The impact of the 
new elite on the restructuring of urban space depends on the place of the metropolitan 
area in the competitive structure of the new European economy: 'The lower their position 
in the new informational network, the more difficulty they will have in making the 
transition from the industrial stage' (ibid.: 253). 
  
In the remainder of his essay, Castells discusses how the spatial evolution of European 
cities is a specific historical expression of a broader structural transformation of urban 
forms and processes: the rise of the informational society (ibid.: 254). He compares the 
impact of the informational society on urban space with the way the industrial city was 
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the spatial expression of the industrial society. According to Castells (ibid.: 254), the 
informational city is the urban expression of the whole matrix of determinations of the 
informational society. The earlier discussed seven social and economic trends constitute 
the form and dynamics of the new urban structure of this informational city. In close 
interrelation with the global city and the dual city, the informational city manifests itself 
in various ways. One of its manifestations – namely the contrast in urban lifestyle between 
the cosmopolitanism of the elite and the tribalism of the local communities – is for 
Castells one of the fundamental dualisms of our time (ibid.: 255). This dualism has the 
potential to have some far-reaching consequences: 
 
The fundamental issue at stake is the increasing lack of communication between the 
directional functions of the economy – and the informational elite that performs such 
functions – and the locally oriented population that experiences an everdeepening identity 
crisis. The separation between function and meaning, translated into the tension between 
the space of flows and the space of places, could become a major destabilizing force in 
European cities. (Ibid.: 255) 
 
Castells consequently warns of a structural 'urban schizophrenia' if the globally oriented 
economic functions of the city become increasingly separated from the locally rooted 
society and culture (ibid.: 255). Like nation states, local governments seem to be powerless 
vis-à-vis the global trends, according to Castells. However, local governments are much 
more adaptable to the changing social, economic and functional environments of cities 
than nation states are (ibid.: 255). Local administrators are working in the world economy 
and living in the local cultures, so in Castells's terminology they combine the space of 
flows with the space of places. In Castells's opinion, local governments need to use this 
capacity for negotiation and adaptation to be effective in the new Europe. However, this 
management potential could be exercised only if local governments engage in 
fundamental policies, like the fostering of citizen participation and the extension of the 
interconnection and cooperation between local governments in Europe (ibid.: 255-256). 
Castells ends his article by arguing that the historical specificity of European cities may be 
a fundamental asset in this process. European cities have strong civil societies and 
therefore they could stimulate citizen participation as a fundamental antidote to tribalism 
and alienation (ibid.: 256). He continues to argue that the tradition of European cities as 
city-states is engraved in the collective memory of their people and that a revival of the 
city-state could be a necessary complement to the expansion of a global economy and the 
creation of a European state (ibid.: 256).  
 
Castells's tale of urban schizophrenia 
 
In this essay, Castells claims that some fundamental transformations are taking place in 
Western European cities at the end of the second millennium, and that to understand 
these transformations one should start by looking at the deep and structural trends of 
social evolution that shape the city. Although his argument is very elaborate and 
comprehensive, it boils down to the argument that new telecommunications technologies 
undermine old, and make possible new urban forms and processes. In conjunction with 
economic globalism – and in part exacerbated by immigration from the underdeveloped 
world – these technologies have a fundamental impact on the contemporary Western 
European city. In Castells's account, these processes result in the bipolar picture of the 
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dual city. The informational city, he argues, manifests itself in the contrast in urban 
lifestyle between the cosmopolitanism of the elite and the tribalism of the local 
communities. The elite, on the one hand, manage to direct the globally oriented economic 
functions of the city, while the locally rooted community, on the other hand, experiences 
an ever deepening identity crisis (ibid.: 255). LeGates and Stout (2003: 468) argue that in 
the cities of the information economy, a two-tier economy and a widening gulf between 
the educated elites and the ghettoized, marginalized urban populations is intensifying 
rather than diminishing. The related contrast in urban lifestyle between the 
cosmopolitanism of the elite and the tribalism of the local communities, is for Castells 
(1993: 255) one of the fundamental dualisms of our time. He warns that an increasing gap 
between the global economy and the local society could lead to a structural urban 
schizophrenia. Although Castells's tale is above all about the structural changes taking 
place in urban economies, I focus my analysis on the distinction he makes here between 
the business elite and the local community.  
 
Looking at contemporary cities in Western Europe, Castells identifies not only a 
conversion from an industrial to an informational economy, but also changes in urban 
societies. He argues (ibid.: 251) that under the influence of supranationalization and the 
consolidation of the multi-ethnic society, there is an identity crisis among the cultures and 
people of European cities. Castells identifies a localistic, quasi-tribal reaction to these 
developments and consequently paints a picture of an inward-looking, intolerant place 
with bigoted and narrow-minded inhabitants. In doing so, he refers to more general ways 
of talking about places that I label the 'repertoire of parochialism'. In contrast to the 
parochialism of the local population, Castells identifies a cosmopolitanism among the new 
professional middle class in Western Europe. This informational elite is tapped into the 
global economy and is, in his terminology, part of the space of flows. To a certain degree, 
this elite reflects the way inhabitants of the city are described in the 'repertoire of 
cosmopolitanism'. This repertoire returns on several occasions in this study, and in those 
instances it used when people refer to the city as a place that contains many people of 
different types or from different parts of the world. As such, the city provides 
opportunities for pluralism, social mixing, varied urban experiences, and encounters 
between very different social groups. Described in this way the repertoire of 
cosmopolitanism forms a clear contrast with the repertoire of parochialism and 
consequently dovetails with the dualism of Castells's account. However, in his article 
Castells refers not to this kind of cosmopolitanism, but to a globally oriented and 
economic inspired cosmopolitanism. His argument is less about pluralism and tolerance 
than about the orientation of the European elite towards the global economy. After all, for 
Castells one of the aims of his article is to highlight the separation between function (the 
space of flows) and meaning (the space of places) and the accompanying risk of a 
structural urban schizophrenia.  
 
Despite the grim picture Castells paints in this respect, the plot ends on a positive note, as 
he describes the possibility of a better future. So, just like Harvey, Castells offers some 
hope at the end of his pessimistic story and just like Harvey this hope is personified by the 
local administrators. They combine the space of flows with the space of places since they 
are working in the world economy and living in the local cultures. The argument is that, 
despite the structural forces of global capitalism and the fundamental impact of the 
informational society, the local governments have the capacity to be effective in the new 
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Europe (Castells, 1993: 255). According to Castells, European cities have a history of city-
states engraved in their collective memory, and therefore they have a tradition of strong 
civil societies that could stimulate citizen participation. This citizen participation could 
eventually function as an antidote to the contemporary tribalism and alienation.  
 
5.5 Concluding remarks 
 
One of the most striking aspects of the abstract urban tales in this chapter is that they all 
share a rather negative view on the development of the city. Wirth mainly identifies a loss 
of community, while Harvey paints a picture of cities falling to an increasing extent victim 
to the coercive powers of capitalism, and Castells warns us of the growing threat of a 
structural urban schizophrenia. Although Jacobs displays an unabashed love of cities and 
urban life in her account, she also describes how the work of orthodox planners has an 
increasingly destructive influence on American cities. In her analysis of academic tales, 
Finnegan (1998: 18-20) identifies the regular construction of a plot leading to an unhappy 
conclusion as well. However, as the tales in this chapter show, the conclusion of such tales 
is not always a negative one. Particularly in the tales of Harvey and Castells, an attempt is 
made to offer some hope by arguing that cities have the potential to overcome their 
current situation.  
 
The analysis in this chapter cannot be seen in isolation from the analysis of the concrete 
and personal urban tales in the next part of this study. In analysing this specific set of 
abstract urban tales, I focused on those narrative elements that I consider to be most 
relevant to the analysis of the tales from Tilburg and Almere. As a result, I passed over 
some central narrative features of the various tales. A notable example is Castells's essay 
on the informational city. Just as Harvey explicitly aims to characterize the 
entrepreneurial city in his article, Castells clearly aspires to do so with regard to the 
informational city. Not only in this essay but also in other works, Castells provides a 
specific way of looking at and talking about the city and, in doing so, one could argue that 
he co-constituted the repertoire of the informational city. However, in this study no 
further references are made to this particular way of talking about the city. The references 
to the repertoires of parochialism and cosmopolitanism in Castells's essay, by contrast, 
bear resemblance to the way in which the city and the urban life are characterized in other 
urban tales in this study. Therefore, the focus of the analysis is on these specific narrative 
features of his essay.  
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6. CONCRETE TALES OF TILBURG 
 
 
Tilburg is a medium sized Dutch city situated close to Belgian border in the middle of the 
province of Noord-Brabant. The province of Noord-Brabant – which encompasses the 
cities of Breda, Den Bosch, Eindhoven, Helmond and Tilburg – is one of the most 
urbanized areas in the Netherlands and the country's second strongest economic region 
(after the Randstad). In January 2006, the municipality of Tilburg had 200,000 inhabitants 
– approximately the same number as the German cities of Freiburg and Mainz, the 
Spanish cities of Oviedo and Pamplona, and the English city of Portsmouth. Currently, 
Tilburg (which consists of the city of Tilburg and the villages of Udenhout and Berkel-
Enschot) is the sixth largest municipality in the Netherlands. In 2009, the inhabitants will 
celebrate the fact that Tilburg received it city charter 200 years ago. The city expanded at 
the end of the nineteenth century under the influence of the industrial revolution in the 
Netherlands. Until then Tilburg was primarily a collection of small villages and hamlets in 
an agricultural region. Until the 1970s, the main source of employment was the textile 
industry. Since then the economy has diversified and the city now hosts a range of 
businesses in commerce, logistics, industry, health care, education and the cultural sector. 
Figure 3: Tilburg in the region 
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This chapter presents a wide variety of contemporary tales of Tilburg. In contrast to the 
abstract tales of the previous chapter, which focused on cities in general, the tales told 
here are about one specific city. Four different types of concrete tales of Tilburg will be 
discussed: planners' tales, marketing tales, external tales and local tales. Each type of tale 
makes up one section, and within each section various examples of the different types of 
tales are retold. A more elaborate discussion of the selection of the tales, as well as of the 
writing up of the tales, is included in the Chapters 2 and 4 (section 2.4.2 and section 4.1.2). 
The analysis of these concrete urban tales is discussed in Chapter 8, concurrently with the 
analysis of the personal urban tales of Tilburg.  
 
6.1  Planners' tales of Tilburg 
 
The planners' tales are the tales of a city as they are told by architects, spatial policy 
makers and administrators. In describing the city they focus primarily on the visible shape 
and spatial appearance of the urban area. This specific topic is widely discussed in the case 
of Tilburg and, as also evidenced in the local and external tales sections, not only by 
planners. For instance, the fact that Tilburg does not have a historic city centre like its 
neighbouring cities Breda and Den Bosch is frequently presented as a deficiency. Tilburg is 
often accused of not having a 'proper' city centre – a demerit that is explained by pointing 
to Tilburg's genesis from various small villages. The tales told here try to go beyond this 
straightforward description and unravel Tilburg's form and structure on the basis of an in-
depth historical and morphological study.  
 
In the following sections, I attempt to capture the general argument of an elaborate study, 
called the Stadsvorm Tilburg ('Tilburg Cityform') study. This study, comprising three 
books and a policy plan, is one of the most interesting and profound tales of the visible 
shape and spatial appearance of Tilburg. Of course, other tales have recently been told 
about Tilburg from a planners' perspective, but in my view none of them matches the 
scope and depth of the Tilburg Cityform study.  
 
Tilburg Cityform was published during the period 1993-1996. It tells the story of Tilburg's 
spatial development and identity in past, present and future. The academic study 
encompasses three parts: (I) Stadsvorm Tilburg, historische ontwikkeling (on the historical 
development), (II) Stadsvorm Tilburg, ontwikkeling 1975-1995 (on the development 
between 1975 and 1995) and (III) Stadsvorm Tilburg, stadsontwerp en beeldkwaliteit (on city 
design and image quality). The three parts constitute three books written for a wider 
audience, but with an explicit academic perspective. The study was a collaboration 
between the Technology University of Eindhoven and the municipality of Tilburg and the 
various parts of the study were written by different, although partially overlapping groups 
of authors. The overall objective of the project was 'to make knowledge about the 
morphology of the city more extensive and more accessible' (Doevendans et al., 1996: 158). 
Presented as a historical-morphological study, the project aimed to develop a view on the 
structure of Tilburg, and mainly focused on the spatial appearance and the visible shape. 
On the basis of this study, the municipality developed a new architectural policy plan: 
Tilburg geeft vorm aan zijn identiteit ('Tilburg shapes its identity'). In the following 
sections, I discuss both the academic study and the policy plan in more detail.  
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6.1.1 Tilburg Cityform: the historical development 
 
The first volume of the Tilburg Cityform study consists mainly of a description of the 
historical development of the morphology of Tilburg (Doevendans et al., 1993). First a 
periodization is made that specifically applies to the spatial development of Tilburg. It 
distinguishes seven periods, ranging from the geomorphological processes of the earliest 
history to the most recent developments. Every period is characterized by means of (1) the 
urban developmental concepts that underlie the urban developmental plans and 
processes, (2) the architectonic and urban typologies used in that period (sorts of built-up 
and undeveloped spaces) and (3) the architectonic and urban objects realized in a period 
that cannot be listed under the typologies and therefore have a unique nature 
(Doevendans et al., 1996: 160).15 An attempt is thus made to encapsulate the morphological 
history of Tilburg as much as possible in more generic planning concepts. In the first 
sentences of the preface to the study, the authors hint at the fact that this will not be an 
easy task:  
 
Tilburg is no city that directly evokes a distinct image. It has no characteristic medieval city 
centre, nor a distinct planned pattern, and it also lacks image defining buildings of the 
                                                 
15
 In the third volume of the Tilburg Cityform study, an English summary by the authors is included 
(Doevendans et al., 1996: 157-174). Occasionally I draw from that summary (and thus from the translation by 
those authors) while discussing the original text.  
Figure 4: Willemsplein with city hall and municipal office building 
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calibre Euromast or Domtoren.
16
 This observation, however, does not have to imply a 
negative value judgement. On the contrary, the fact that Tilburg is not a city according to 
the rules can be interpreted in a positive sense: the urban structure of Tilburg is special and 
cannot be clichéd easily. This creates possibilities for modern and, possibly, innovative 
planning approaches. It is at the same time difficult to interpret the form of the city. 
(Doevendans et al., 1993: 5) 
 
The difficulties of characterizing Tilburg recur in most of the seven periods that are used 
to describe the morphological history of the city. The study starts with a description of 
prehistorical times when the structure of the landscape was formed. The structure has 
some minor differences in altitude, and in the course of time this influenced the 
development of the built environment. However, for a long time the area that is now 
Tilburg encompassed only some small agricultural settlements. In the centre of these 
hamlets (herdgangen), a number of roads met at a triangular shaped plot. In the pre-
industrial period these hamlets gradually developed into a small agglomeration of villages 
(ibid.: 45-49). The infrastructural connections between the different nuclei formed the 
basis for the so-called line structure, which is still traceable in some parts of the urban 
structure. In the period between 1826 and 1904, when Tilburg became an industrial textile 
city and when its number of inhabitants grew steadily, a gradual development of the built 
environment took place along the line structure (ibid.: 69). The fact that the city grew in 
line with this structure and that there was no urban design on the level of the city as a 
whole is often seen as the basis for the idea that Tilburg is a fragmented city (Doevendans 
et al., 1996: 128).  
 
The first urban design for Tilburg as a whole was not made until the first part of the 
twentieth century. In 1917 the Dutch engineer Rückert made the general plan for 
expansion, which had, according to the authors, a huge impact on the development of 
Tilburg. The expansion plan was inspired by the work of Camillo Sitte, but was also 
influenced by garden city concepts. The plan is nowadays seen as the first attempt to 
develop a spatial form concept for Tilburg (Doevendans et al., 1993: 147). This is mainly 
related to the fact that Rückert's plan included a ring road that enclosed the whole urban 
settlement. The ring road is still one of the few clearly visible structures in Tilburg on the 
level of the city as a whole (ibid.: 150). However, because of the spatial expansion of the 
city the ring road has now become an inner ring. Besides the ring road, Rückert's plan did 
not impose a new structure on the city. In that sense it is deemed more pragmatic than 
later plans: only existing open places were developed, which made the plan mainly a 
collection of smaller neighbourhood projects (ibid.: 150). Still, in the first half of the 
twentieth century the general plan for expansion was the most influential document for 
the physical structure of Tilburg, according to the authors.  
  
The population of Tilburg grew from 94,000 inhabitants in 1940 to 137,000 inhabitants in 
1960 (an increase of 47%). This growth was accommodated within Rückert's ring road: the 
part of the city that is now commonly referred to as the 'old city'. The old skyline of the 
city, described as a 'forest of chimneys' (Doevendans et al., 1996: 163), gradually 
disappeared during the post-war period following the decline of the textile industry. Many 
                                                 
16
 The Euromast and the Domtoren are towers that feature prominently in the skyline of Rotterdam and 
Utrecht, respectively.  
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factories were closed and subsequently torn down. This created many vacant spaces in the 
city, and they remained vacant for many years.  
 
In the 1960s and 1970s the spatial development of Tilburg involved urban expansion and 
maintenance of the old city. The authors summarize this period as follows:  
 
Spatially, large urban extensions came about in this period, which cannot be said to be 
typically Tilburg as regards their shape. They were copies of the extensions that were 
taking place in the western part of the country and that served as a model for the whole 
country. Their building typologies included high-rise flats, low-rise buildings, strips, etc. In 
this phase the original socio-cultural identity was pushed into the background. Social and 
economic changes not only manifested themselves in large-scale urban extensions, but also 
in urban renewal and reconstructions. Besides the extensions like Tilburg-Noord, the 
Wandelbos, Het Zand, and De Reit, we must make mention of the Tilburg city centre plan 
of van den Broek and Bakema: the 72 million guilder plan of mayor Becht.
17
 Spatial 
concepts were also applied in this plan that had no proper situation and did not take the 
historical spatial structures present into account. (Doevendans et al., 1996: 164) 
 
In line with Becht's vision, their plan for the city centre plan turned Tilburg into a modern 
city in one go (ibid.: 165). It resulted in, among other things, the demolition of a working-
class neighbourhood (the Koningswei) and various buildings (e.g. the old city hall) that 
were replaced by modernistic buildings and an automobile-oriented infrastructure. 
According to the authors, the various planning schemes for this area make up a distinct 
chapter in the urban planning history of Tilburg (Doevendans et al., 1993: 191). The fact 
that this area was the centre of attention has various causes, they argue: 'the wish to make 
an urban city centre; the poor state of the neighbourhood Koningswei; the necessity to 
make a new market square; the construction of the southern city ring-road; the wish to 
concentrate various facilities in this area' (ibid.: 191).  
 
6.1.2 Tilburg Cityform: the development between 1975 and 1995 
 
The developments between 1975 and 1995 are discussed comprehensively in the second 
part of the Tilburg Cityform study (Rikhof and Rutgers, 1995). In this period, cities faced 
increasing competition to attract footloose investors and inhabitants (Rikhof and Rutgers, 
1995: 63). This could, according to the authors, explain the emphasis on the reconstruction 
of the city centre in the 'Structuurplan Oude Stad' (SOS; 'Structure plan for the old city'). 
The city centre is the part of the city that determines the image of Tilburg for external 
populations. The SOS is presented by the authors as a reaction to the city plan of van den 
Broek and Bakema, because it draws attention to the existing, historic body of the city 
(mainly the line structure and the older neighbourhoods). The historic awareness of the 
SOS is presented as a natural reaction to the lack of placing and anti-historic concepts of 
the functionalism of the previous period (Doevendans et al., 1996: 165; my emphasis). The 
authors continue:  
 
Perhaps this is putting it too strongly, but nevertheless the SOS supplied a kind of urban 
developmental theory of the inner city, a new look on the city, in which clear use was made 
of morphological elements, like historical building typologies. Tilburg's own history and its 
                                                 
17
 Cees Becht was mayor of Tilburg from 1957 until 1975.  
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own identity were taken seriously again after a period that was mostly geared towards 
making a come-back: from a traditional, isolated city with a closed agricultural community, 
familism, and industrial barons as social characteristics to a modern city, following a 
general concept. (Ibid.: 165) 
 
Two important events that occurred in the 1970s and 1980s are mentioned: the City 
Management Plan (CMP) was conceived and the new city quarter Reeshof was developed. 
The CMP was based on the concept of the patchwork metropolis:  
 
The structure of Tilburg as a patchwork metropolis is marked by means of the so-called 
grown and designed line structure, which together form the main spatial structure of 
Tilburg. Both represent a period: the pre-modern and modern period. For a long time the 
idea existed that the grown and the designed line structure could possibly function as a city 
design. However, the point of departure needs to be refined. The grown line structure 
cannot sustain the image and identity of Tilburg on the city level. (Doevendans et al., 1996: 
166) 
 
Here, the authors condense the urban morphology of Tilburg into two main 
developments: the grown line structure and the designed line structure. The grown line 
structure, as we saw earlier, originated in Tilburg's genesis from different hamlets. The 
connecting infrastructure between these hamlets is seen as a naturally grown structure 
that was not designed by planners. The designed line structure, on the other hand, was 
designed by planners and more specifically by one planner: Rückert. The ring road from 
Figure 5: Apartment building on Katterug 
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his general expansion plan is now seen as an important conceptual line of the designed 
line structure (ibid.: 163). This tension between the two line structures is presented 
visually in the figure 'Own history Tilburg' (ibid.: 130). The figure is based on the idea of 
Tilburg as a fragmented city – a presupposition that, according to the authors, 'is not some 
fashionable postmodern idea, but one that is based on the spatial history of the city. That 
is why the presupposition is not an ending that seeks to confirm itself' (ibid.: 167). As the 
figure shows, Tilburg was more fragmented in some periods than in others. This is related 
to the grown and designed line structure: more design means less fragmentation. 
Although the idea of the fragmented city is useful to conceptualize Tilburg's historic urban 
development, the authors dismiss it as a useful concept to think about future 
developments in Tilburg because, in their view, it lacks a clear normative framework. 
According to these authors, in a fragmented city there is no need – and no possibility – to 
create an urban plan for the city as a whole, because there is only fragmentation and no 
coherence.  
 
6.1.3 Tilburg Cityform: city design and image quality 
 
In the third part of the study (Tilburg Cityform: city design and image quality), the 
authors elaborate further on the tension between fragmentation and coherence 
(Doevendans et al., 1996). They state that there is a difference between a structure that is 
not easily observable and the absence of a structure:  
 
The conclusion has to be that a city, besides fragments, also has connecting structures. 
This is, however, not contradictory with the idea that a city is fragmented. The question is 
not if a city is fully fragmented or then again rigorously structured, but: which fragments 
and which structures can be recognized. (Ibid.: 47) 
 
This part of the academic study is furthermore presented as a quest: 'a heuristical search 
for usable concepts in the future for the city of Tilburg. A quest for concepts' (ibid.: 167). 
This quest has two levels, which means that the book can be read as a book on Tilburg and 
as a general treatise on urban planning (ibid.: 10). In their search for usable concepts for 
Tilburg, the authors sketch several historical developments in urban planning. In the 
second chapter they focus explicitly on urban planning in the twentieth century and 
thereby, following urban planner André Corboz, make a distinction in four phases: (1) 
urban planning next to or outside the city, (2) urban planning against the city, (3) urban 
planning in the city and (4) urban planning of the territorial city (ibid.: 23). The first two 
phases are concerned with the expansion of the city, while the third phase involves the 
restructuring of the existing city. Nowadays, urban planning is in the fourth phase and this 
phase is concerned with the planning of the whole urban area. One of the characteristics 
of this fourth phase is the rehabilitation of the morphological and historical dimension 
(ibid.: 26). The city is no longer seen as a blank canvas, but as a historically grown urban 
area that needs to be managed. According to the authors, the concept of the territorial city 
replaces prevailing urban concepts that increasingly fail to describe current developments 
in cities (ibid.: 27). The concept of the territorial city inspired the authors to introduce the 
idea of the 'compartment city' (ibid.: 48). According to this idea there is no distinction 
between the city and the countryside, there is no real urban edge, and there is no genuine 
contrast between the centre and the periphery. The city is reduced to several equal 
compartments, each with a different urban completion.  
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The idea of compartments is ultimately only one of the points of reference for the analysis 
of Tilburg. A mixture of different urban concepts is discussed and used as the basis for two 
'experimental concepts of shape' for Tilburg. These concepts are based on the historical-
morphological study from the first two parts of the Tilburg Cityform study and form the 
basis for the architectural policy of the municipality, which is discussed in the following 
section. The first experimental concept presented is the 'Strip Concept'. According to the 
authors, this is 'a concept that is obtained through morphological analysis. The point of 
departure is the city as a morphological construction, the city as a stack of concepts 
through time. These concepts have destroyed each other, or overlap one another, and 
perhaps even enhance one another, or finally extinguish each other' (Doevendans et al., 
1996: 172). They continue: 
 
The analysis was carried out by means of idealized concepts, such as the closed city, the 
organically grown city, the grid city, the baroque city, etc. These concepts were projected 
on Tilburg and then we looked to see where any of these concepts could be recognized. 
This never was 100% the case, but in parts, flawed, or reflected in elements here and there. 
However, the grown line structure is for example an expression of the concept of the 
organically grown city. (Ibid.: 172) 
 
As this shows, the various concepts are applied to Tilburg a posteriori. These concepts are, 
within the framework of the study, constructed afterwards as interpretations of the city 
form in a certain period of history. These interpretations are also constructed regardless of 
whether these concepts had ever been used in that way on purpose? (ibid.: 18). Ultimately, 
the Strip Concept is the result of the compilation of the different urban concepts. Several 
criteria were used to structure this process: the distinguishability and the recognizability 
of the concept, and its utility for both the everyday functioning of the city and as a 
developmental model for the city (ibid.: 93).  
 
The second experimental concept of shape for Tilburg is called Tilburg, Ville Territoire 
('Tilburg: Territorial City'). This concept is said to be more of a utopian concept that is 
primarily based on a graphic analysis of the current map of Tilburg. While the Strip 
Concept can be linked with the typological moment in the design process, Territorial City 
can be linked with the inventive moment (Doevendans et al., 1996: 89). In this concept – 
which was designed by two architects from Dirrix Van Wylick Architecten – Tilburg is 
represented as a composition of different territories that are divided by a system of 
conceptual lines. The model of this system can be traced back to the notion of a golf 
course, the lines along which the golf ball rolls (ibid.: 173). The study that formed the basis 
for this model has to be understood, according to the authors, as 'an additional mapping 
of the urban figure, linked up to future projects of the city' (ibid.: 117). These 'projects' are 
a combination of infrastructural and economic functions which are thus linked to the 
urban figure. De facto, the concept results in a map with eight different territories 
overlapping each other (ibid.: 121). 
 
6.1.4 Tilburg shapes its identity 
 
The Tilburg Cityform study provided the building blocks for the architectural policy plan 
'Tilburg shapes its identity'. This 'image quality plan' includes a design for the whole city 
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that is based on the main spatial structure of the city as it is drawn up in the strip model 
(Wallis de Vries and Spil, 1996). The plan makes the same point as the whole project: 
Tilburg should be understood through its history. I do not discuss the policy plan in detail 
here, because that would go beyond the purpose of this text, but it is interesting to look 
briefly at how Tilburg is once more represented as a city of fragmentation:  
 
The image of Tilburg is not uniform. In this respect it differs, for example, from Groningen, 
a city that rises from the environment. Tilburg lacks a clear centre with belts around it. 
Rather the image is fragmented and results in pluriformity instead of uniformity. That 
pluriformity can make the image turbid, but it can also be intensified into an image that 
gets fixed in your memory. (Ibid.: 10) 
 
Although the fragmentation of Tilburg is presented as fortuitous, the policy plan addresses 
many existing negative images of the city. According to the authors, Tilburg is seen as an 
ahistorical city (ibid.: 17): it lacks a medieval city wall, castle, cathedral and gothic town 
hall; it also lacks a Golden Age, fortifications and even a vibrant nineteenth-century 
boulevard. Tilburg is nevertheless known as an industrial city, but the glory of the wool 
city has faded and the new industry is invisible. It is said to be a rural city: a collection of 
villages in an environment of woods and heathland (ibid.: 17). This negative external 
image is not dismissed by the authors, but presented as 'half truths'. The elements of truth 
that these descriptions contain are regarded as useful. The negative qualifications are 
deemed unfruitful for a policy discussion, because the existing city is the starting point 
(ibid.: 18).  
 
6.2  Marketing tales of Tilburg 
 
The marketing tales are tales in which a city is sold to investors, higher authorities, 
visitors, possible future inhabitants and, more recently, to the own inhabitants. These 
tales, which primarily portray a positive and alluring picture of the city, are told by local 
politicians, policy makers, marketeers and communication experts. Here, I focus on the 
most recent efforts to market Tilburg by discussing a proposal for a new city marketing 
strategy written by the mayor and the city council in collaboration with members of the 
municipality's Concern Communication department. However, to provide a better 
understanding of this proposal it is important to give a short historical overview of the city 
marketing efforts in Tilburg. Special attention is thereby given to the previous campaign 
because it is often mentioned in the proposal examined.18 After discussing the proposal in 
detail, I present some of the promotional materials of the new campaign.  
 
6.2.1 Selling Tilburg  
 
Tilburg has a relatively long tradition in city marketing. In the 1980s, Tilburg was selling 
itself as an 'education' city. The focus was first put on education in the 1960s in order to 
diversify the monoculture of the local economy, as well as to increase the level of 
education and the regional function of Tilburg (Tops and Klink, 1986: 300). This led to an 
increasing importance of the educational sector in Tilburg when the textile industry was 
becoming less important. However, in the 1980s the city marketing efforts remained small 
                                                 
18
 A more elaborate discussion and analysis of these marketing tales can be found in Dormans and Lagendijk 
(forthcoming).  
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scale. This changed when Gerrit Brokx became mayor in 1988. Shortly after taking up his 
position, Brokx – a former state secretary – succeeded in having Tilburg awarded the 
status of stedelijk knooppunt ('urban node'). His lobbying had made Tilburg one of the 
economic and spatial focal points in the Fourth National Policy Document on Spatial 
Planning (Ministerie van Volkshuisvesting, Ruimtelĳke Ordening en Milieubeheer, 1988). 
This meant a substantive amount of extra funding to create more economic growth, as 
well as the obligation to make a new economic profile for Tilburg. The municipality 
commissioned the EIT (the economic institute of the University of Tilburg) to carry out a 
study on the economic profile of the city. This study showed that, compared to national 
standards, Tilburg had a relatively strong modern industrial sector and, in contrast to 
national trends, that this sector had grown during the 1980s. This observation resulted in 
the study's first recommendation: Tilburg, in the light of its history as an industrial city, 
should profile itself as a modern and high-grade industrial city (Dagevos et al., 1991: xxiii). 
The modern industrial sector was thus seen as the most important carrier of the local 
economy. Investments in this sector were seen as a possible way to tackle a serious 
problem in the city: the high unemployment rate, which in 1990 was 19 per cent (Grit, 
2000: 86).  
 
In April 1992, inspired by the EIT study, a large majority of the city council voted for a new 
strategic mission: Tilburg Moderne Industriestad (TMI; 'Tilburg: Modern Industrial City'). 
The same year saw the launch of a new city marketing campaign that used this mission as 
a slogan. The campaign was controversial from the beginning and became one of the most 
Figure 6: Electronic town guide in T-style 
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mentioned examples of city marketing practices in the Netherlands. According to the 
municipality, the idea of Tilburg as a modern industrial city is a unique selling point (Grit, 
2000: 86). By creating a distinctive identity the city should be better equipped to compete 
with other cities. Critics said that an industrial city made them think of smokestacks, 
chemical pollution and greyness, instead of a city in which one could live, work and study 
pleasantly (Bruijnius and van Corven, 1993). Within a year, the municipality started to 
communicate a broader interpretation of the slogan: the slogan had to be understood as a 
reference to modern industry and to a modern city (Grit, 2000: 87). Despite this 
clarification, the association with smokestacks remained a feature in many discussions on 
the campaign. 
 
In 2001, TMI was once more reaffirmed in the new economic policy of the municipality. 
This policy was an attempt to become less dependent on the logistical sector and on the 
industrial sector. The central idea was to focus on the office market, because more office 
jobs would increase the average income in Tilburg. Although the industrial sector was less 
prominent in the new economic policy, the TMI slogan was not abandoned. Only after a 
few more extra years did the municipality decide to change the city marketing strategy 
completely.  
 
6.2.2 City promotion: the strategic choices 
 
In 2003, the TMI slogan was dropped and replaced by a strategy centred on the initial 
character 'T' in the city's name. Since then, the identity of Tilburg has been communicated 
not by a slogan but by a logo: a simple and robust T. In the following section this new city 
marketing approach is described, thereby focusing on a proposal written by the mayor and 
the city council in collaboration with members of the Concern Communication 
department in April 2003 under the heading Stadspromotie, De Strategische Keuzes ('City 
promotion: the strategic choices'). This proposal tells the story of why a new form of city 
promotion is needed, and what form it should take and why. The proposal consists of six 
sections: (1) the point of departure, (2) the results of an image study, (3) the 
communication strategy, (4) the preconditions, (5) the difference from the previous 
campaign and (6) the consequential choices (College B&W Tilburg, 2003).  
 
The introduction to the proposal starts with the statement that the image of Tilburg needs 
a new impulse. Although the image has, according to the authors, become better since the 
start of the TMI campaign, it does not do justice to the strongly enriched identity. The 
mayor and the city council question whether the profile 'Modern Industrial City' still fits 
the identity of Tilburg. Some clear and updated strategic choices have to be made – 
choices that do justice to the current diversity in the city. The question is not whether 
Tilburg needs a profile. On that account the actual proposal starts with an argumentation 
why the 'product Tilburg' has to be put on the market: 'The reason is simple: one benefits 
from it, especially in an economic sense. It is good to position the city as an attractive city 
for visitors, investors and students. It also helps to implement municipal policies as 
effectively as possible. In other words: every self-respecting city markets itself 
professionally' (ibid.).  
 
The process that led up to this proposal is described in detail in the first section of the 
proposal. In the spring of 2002, the municipality consulted several local partners; the 
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university, Interpolis (a large insurance company), the local professional football club 
Willem II, and the Tilburgse Kunststichting (a local art foundation) are mentioned 
explicitly in the proposal. On the basis of this consultation, four core values were 
determined: daadkracht (decisiveness), vernieuwing (innovation), ruimte (space), and 
sociale binding (social cohesion). According to the authors, 'these are distinctive values 
that characterize the city and will be recognized as such (ibid.). These core values can be 
used to depict Tilburg in years to come.' All the values are subsequently explained in 
further detail: innovation is linked with, among other things, the cultural industry, 
creativity, trendiness and the tendency to take risks and seize opportunities; decisiveness 
is linked with an entrepreneurial spirit, result-orientedness, sincerity, go-getters, common 
sense and workmanship; space is understood both literally (no congestion and a green 
environment) and figuratively (openness, clarity, no oppression and the possibility to fulfil 
your dreams); and social cohesion is related to an open and inviting attitude, to cosiness 
and geniality, to a lack of arrogance (ibid.).  
 
These core values were examined further in an image study by a research bureau, 
Polyground. The results of this study are discussed in the subsequent section of the 
proposal. The population of the study consisted of people living in Tilburg, people living 
in the region surrounding Tilburg and people living outside that region. This part of the 
study is defined as the quantitative part and focuses on households. In addition, local key 
actors were interviewed for the qualitative part of the study. Some of the results of the 
study that are mentioned in the proposal are the nondescript image of Tilburg, the spatial 
fragmentation and the lack of high-quality services. The main conclusion of the study is 
that the values that are recognized most both in and outside Tilburg are decisiveness and 
innovation (ibid.). According to the respondents, Tilburg has an urge to innovate and the 
city is characterized by private initiative and a result-oriented attitude. The study is 
summed up with the following conclusion: 'Tilburg is an innovative, entrepreneurial city 
that creates space for people to achieve results and be successful' (College B&W Tilburg, 
2003). In the proposal, the Polyground study is cautiously compared with an image study 
at the start of the TMI campaign in 1992. The conclusion is that Tilburg's image was and 
still is vague, and that no spectacular shifts have occurred. The overall aim of this new 
campaign is to make Tilburg well known and appreciated in 2009, the year in which the 
city will celebrate its bicentennial.  
 
In the subsequent section of the proposal, the authors argue that the results of the 
Polyground study are the basis for a communication strategy that needs to be simple and 
clear. The core values will not be communicated, but will be the guiding principles for 
choosing those elements of Tilburg that will be communicated. Decisiveness and 
innovation will thus be communicated only indirectly. The proposal's authors mention 
three elements that are important with regard to the tone of voice of the communication 
(ibid.). First, it should not be loud and impersonal, because research and trend watching 
have shown that this does not work for public communication. There is a need for local 
specificity and intimacy. The communication of Tilburg responds to this by showing 
small, personal things and emphasizing the human touch. Besides that, people nowadays 
want to experience a city. This is presented as a chance, because Tilburg is a city that can 
be experienced well (mainly linked to the fact that many things happen in Tilburg). A 
third point mentioned in the proposal is the fact that people are tired of the presentation 
of successes and positive results in public communication. They want to hear about the 
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process, about the way to success. Thus, the new strategy emphasizes the personal 
experience of individuals and steps away from 'traditional' public communication (ibid.).  
 
In the next section of the proposal, a comparison is made with the preceding city 
promotion campaign. Four main differences between the proposed strategy and the 
approach of the previous years are mentioned in summary (ibid.). The first difference is 
that the current approach is based on research. This is contrasted with earlier marketing 
activities, which are presented as random choices. The current campaign is also presented 
as a collaboration between the municipality and other strategic actors in the city. Again, 
this is contrasted with the previous campaign, which is said to have been too focused on 
one sector. The third difference is that the new city promotion is based and focused on 
emotions rather than facts and figures. A last difference mentioned is an organizational 
point: city promotion should now be something for the whole municipal organization. In 
the past, city promotion was mainly the responsibility of two municipal departments, 
namely Concern Communication and Economic Development. Now, city promotion 
should be supported more widely, officially as well as politically (ibid.).  
 
The consequences of the new strategic choices are subsequently discussed under the 
heading 'Tilburg: Modern Industrial City – yes or no?' Before deciding on a practical plan 
of implementation, it is necessary, according to the authors, to decide whether TMI 
should remain the central slogan in the positioning of the city. The central question asked 
in this respect is: 'To what degree can TMI really support the strategic choice for core 
values, in close collaboration with parties in the city?' The authors continue by asking if 
TMI is still contemporary and whether it fits a widely supported repositioning (ibid.). An 
enumeration of pros and cons is subsequently listed. The first argument to keep using the 
TMI slogan is that its distinctiveness remains significant. In addition, the authors mention 
the fact that it has now been used for so long that it makes a recognizable label for 
Tilburg. This argument is linked explicitly with the opinion of marketing practitioners, 
who say that one should never throw away a good slogan or logo because then you have to 
market a complete new product all over again. A third argument in favour of the TMI 
slogan is that it can also be used as a label in a new approach. A link with the core values 
of the newly proposed campaign – innovation and decisiveness – could be another 
possibility. A last favourable argument for keeping the TMI slogan is related to the costs: 
removing it from all the municipal letterheads, advertisements and other communications 
would cost a lot of money. This list is juxtaposed with the following counter arguments. 
First, a new approach needs a new start and the abandoning of TMI could function as 
such. It would also be an example of decisiveness and innovation to get rid of the old 
slogan and get a fresh start. Besides that, the image study did not prove, in any way, that 
Tilburg has become more widely known as a result of the TMI campaign. Another 
argument against the slogan that was mentioned is that TMI does not reflect current 
developments in Tilburg. TMI is deemed too economical and too sectoral. It is too limited 
to economy in general and to the industrial sector in particular, and it does not reflect the 
diversity in the city with regard to culture and educational services. This point relates to 
the argument that there is no broad support for the slogan in the city. The TMI slogan 
does not reflect the interests especially of those sectors that are mentioned as being strong 
sectors (education, culture). In this sense, the TMI slogan frustrates the network idea of 
the new approach. The last argument mentioned in the proposal is that TMI is ten years 
old and thus outdated (ibid.).  
90 
 
After presenting arguments for and against holding on to the TMI slogan, several options 
for further steps are proposed by the authors. The first is put into words in the following 
way: 'Stop using TMI. The name “Tilburg” (without further additions or extra slogans) 
subsequently becomes the basis for all city promotion activities. TILBURG is the brand!! 
(ibid.) The second option is to retain TMI, but with a new, updated logo. The third is to 
keep TMI as the basis for all city promotion activities. The mayor and the city council 
conclude that the best option is the first one, namely to stop using TMI. Two arguments 
are mentioned in particular (and for the second time): the fact that TMI does not reflect 
the current diversity in the city and the idea that TMI would slow down the collaboration 
with other parties in the city. Broad support for the new city promotion is deemed 
essential for success. A new slogan, on the other hand, is not seen as a possible option. 
Some variations on TMI are mentioned ('modern culture city', 'modern sports city', 
'modern university city') – and are rejected for being, just like TMI, too limited. 
 
In the last part of this last section, the T logo is mentioned for the first time and 
introduced as an appropriate symbol to represent the core values decisiveness and 
innovation: 'The ambition to make TILBURG a brand gets its visualization with a potent 
(and already existing) image' (ibid.). The most important reasons for this choice, as 
mentioned in the proposal, are: 
 
 
Figure 7: Tilburg T-flags at central station 
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- The T style goes very well with the core values innovation and decisiveness. 
- The T style has a seemingly endless number of creative applications. 
- The T is an already existing image, which will save development costs (see next 
section). 
- The T is developed for local partners (the city centre organization) and thus fits the 
principle that city promotion needs to be a project that has broad support. 
- The T style has no emotionally charged history, is neutral and is not the exclusive 
domain of just a few sectors. 
 
'Tilburg-T' is presented as the prime carrier of the new campaigning style of the city. 'The 
"T" will make all means we employ recognizable. There will be no single slogan, although 
we will make use of various pay-offs. Such pay-offs will be employed situationally, that is, 
contingent upon the subject at hand. Yet a key condition is that the pay-off alliterates with 
the city's initial' (ibid.). Some examples are given: Typisch Tilburg ('Typical Tilburg'), 
Tilburgs Trots ('Pride of Tilburg'), Tintelend Tilburg ('Tingling Tilburg'), Tappend Tilburg 
('Tapping Tilburg'), Thuis in Tilburg ('At home in Tilburg') and Treffend Tilburg ('Striking 
Tilburg'). 
 
6.2.3 The T campaign 
 
The proposal was discussed by the Modern Bestuur ('Modern Governance') commission in 
May 2003 and by the city council in June 2003. After a discussion and with some small 
amendments, the proposal was accepted. The Tilburg-T was accepted as central logo for 
the new campaign and the TMI slogan was abandoned. In the following section, I discuss 
some of the backgrounds of the T logo and three brochures that were and are used to 
promote the T style. These brochures can be seen as a realization of the ideas that were 
laid down in the previously discussed proposal. 
 
The Tilburg-T already existed before the proposal and had been used since January 2001 by 
Tilburg Binnenstad – a collaboration of shopkeepers and the catering industry in the city 
centre of Tilburg. The idea came from several local actors: the municipality, the chamber 
of commerce, the Tilburgse Kunststichting and the Stichting Stadskern (a local 
collaboration of some larger economic actors in Tilburg, such as the local branch of the 
cooperative bank Rabobank and the health insurer CZ). The logo was developed by the 
'dESIGN_UC studio for design and sustainable communication' in Amsterdam. The 
project is described as follows on the studio's website19:  
 
The city centre of Tilburg does not attract enough shopping visitors. The municipality 
wants to promote the city centre anew. The typical characteristics of the city and its 
inhabitants are of great importance in this process: common sense, no nonsense, powerful, 
unpolished, and manifest. This is the reason that unpolished, enthusiastic, and involved 
with the centre has become the house style and city marketing of the city centre: the T-
style. This city style makes a binding element. It is the first urban style which is accessible 
for everybody and publicly available. From the baker on the corner until the marketing 
bureau from the marathon: the city style promotes itself.  
 
                                                 
19
 http://www.designunderconstruction.nl/duc_identity.htm (accessed on 15 June 2005). 
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According to Rick van Wandelen, the head of the municipal department Concern 
Communication, it was an option from the beginning to use the T for the whole city 
(Schrameijer, 2003: 15). Van Wandelen says that the T definitely has a modern and decisive 
appearance, but it is also mysterious. According to him, this fits the character of the city. 
A comparison is made with historical cities like Breda and Den Bosch that present an 
unambiguous image. Tilburg lacks a distinctive urban image, which makes it somewhat 
inscrutable. The quality is there, according to van Wandelen, but it is hidden 
(Schrameijer, 2003: 15). 
 
In a promotional leaflet issued by the municipality (Gemeente Tilburg, 2004a), Tilburg's 
new approach is explained as follows: 'Unlike many other Dutch cities, Tilburg no longer 
has a slogan. The former "Tilburg: Modern Industrial City" has been replaced by a single 
capital T. Through this trademark the name of the city should speak for itself'. This 
explanation is explained further in another municipal brochure (Gemeente Tilburg, 
2004c): 'Many cities in the Netherlands have a slogan. Tilburg no longer has one. That felt 
too much like a straitjacket. The city does not have one particular aspect that sets it apart. 
It is the diversity that appeals. The "T" stands for: "That too is Tilburg".' The brochure's 
introduction was written by the then recently appointed mayor, Ruud Vreeman:  
 
When I used to think about Tilburg, I couldn't really picture it. The city lacks a clearly 
defined image. Now that I am mayor I know that Tilburg is basically a city that you need to 
discover. You can't wait until the city's finer points come to you, because they won't. To get 
to know Tilburg you need to take action yourself and you will be rewarded. There is plenty 
to see and a surprising amount of things going on. On all fronts. A great many events, an 
exciting and varied nightlife, an active business network. If someone were to ask me to 
typify Tilburg in a single sentence I would say: there's something for everyone! The city 
doesn't revolve around one or two eye-catchers. That also explains why people often say 
with hindsight: 'I had no idea it was such a great city'. I can still hear myself saying it! That 
surprise is typical of Tilburg. It is an action-city that invites people to live, work and enjoy 
themselves in it. (Gemeente Tilburg, 2004c) 
 
There then follows an overview of all the positive aspects of Tilburg. Similar brochures on 
the T style were published in the course of 2004 and a municipal website on the new city 
style was launched (www.tilburg.info/stadsstijl).20 In the brochure 'City Promotion 
Tilburg, a city in style', the new style is explained and justified under the heading 'Being 
distinctive to remain visible':  
 
Tilburg has a lot of experience in the field of city promotion. On the basis of the conviction 
that a city needs to be distinctive to remain visible for the environment, Tilburg has been 
working for years on its position and profile. In the light of the growing competition of 
other municipalities, cities and regions, this is a necessity. In the course of time economic 
and societal developments cause adjustments. During the economic recession of the 
eighties the focus of the campaign 'Tilburg: Modern Industrial City' was on industry and 
attracting companies. The current profile is much more aimed at diversity in the city. 
(Gemeente Tilburg, 2004b) 
 
So instead of one target group, the new image of Tilburg has to appeal to a wide variety of 
people. The 'potent and concise' capital letter T is seen as a 'straightforward logo' and is 
                                                 
20
 http://www.tilburg.info/stadsstijl (accessed on 2 July 2007). 
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described as a visualization of the values innovation and decisiveness. The logo can be 
used by everybody in Tilburg. People or organizations can download the 'tool kit' from the 
Internet and use it in their own communication. Some examples of people/organizations 
using the logo are presented on the municipal website (www.tilburg.info/stadsstijl). On 
this website there is also a brochure that addresses questions people could have with 
regard to the new logo. It is not clear if these questions were actually asked, or if it is a 
choice for this style to present the information in this way. One of the questions is: 'Why 
is there no slogan (anymore)?' The answer: 'The city has enough to offer on its own. 
Tilburg says it all. So a slogan is not necessary. Besides that is it difficult to come up with a 
slogan that encapsulates the diversity of the city.'  
 
6.3  External tales of Tilburg 
 
External tales are tales that are told about a city by outside commentators. These tales are 
primarily told for an external audience, namely people who do not live in the specific city. 
Although these tales are predominantly found in regional and national media, they are 
also found in travel guides, novels and such like. Besides the perspective of the outsider, 
these tales habitually share a negative and stereotypical tone.  
 
A classic example in the case of Tilburg is the following observation by the Dutch writer 
Willem Elsschot in his 1933 novel Kaas: 'It would had made an impression like someone 
abruptly introducing Tilburg while enumerating the restaurants of the Rivièra' (Elsschot, 
2001; own translation). In addition to this classic observation, there also are many 
contemporary examples of strong opinions about Tilburg expressed by outsiders. For 
instance, when the queen opened Tiburg's new concert hall in December 1996, anchorman 
Philip Freriks said on the eight o'clock news that Tilburg is a city where one only goes 
when one needs to be there (van Raak, 2001: 39). Freriks's remark is still often cited by 
inhabitants of Tilburg, as is the remark by TV personality Sonja Barend that Tilburg is the 
back of beyond (van der Lans and Vuijsje, 2001: 9). Furthermore, former State Secretary of 
Culture Rick van der Ploeg once said in a previous function that Tilburg is a cultural 
ghetto (van Raak, 2001: 39). When he opened the new 013 pop music centre, he took back 
his statement. Nevertheless, the pop centre itself featured in a cynical Loesje slogan from 
1999: 'Tilburg. Isn't that the bit between 013 and central station?'21  
 
These opinions are, in principle, isolated remarks made by individuals. However, the 
negative and derogatory tone of these remarks can also be seen in many external tales 
about Tilburg. Distinct examples of this can be found when Tilburg features in travel 
guides for backpackers. The tone of a description in the Rough Guide to Holland (Dunford, 
Holland and Lee, 2000: 324) is, for instance, overcritical: 'Tilburg is a faceless and 
unwelcoming industrial town, its streets a maze of nineteenth-century houses and 
anonymous modern shopping precincts.' The Lonely Planet (Gray and Acciano, 2004) also 
gives a brusque characterization of Tilburg. Besides the obligatory tourist information, 
they state:  
 
                                                 
21
 Loesje is a Dutch organization that spreads critical ideas, mainly via slogans on posters that are posted 
throughout the public space. The slogans are often a combination of humour and a societal critique.  
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With one of the highest ratios of students in the Netherlands (almost 15% of the 
population) you'd expect a more progressive vibe. Its centre bears the scars of unfortunate 
1960s urban renewal schemes; think East Berlin. Tilburgers [inhabitants of Tilburg] are 
quick to defend their home, though. A former textile town, Tilburg is today in flux, now the 
mills have closed due to foreign competition. To catch the most famous reason for visiting 
Tilburg, time your visit for the middle of July, when the 'Tilburgse Kermis' (Tilburg Fair) 
takes place for around two weeks. Basically an enormous street-party, but far from having a 
socio-cultural basis like carnival, it's simply a massive influx of street-fair and -fare. Rides, 
beer, bad chart music, sugary treats, stalls offering stuffed prizes for games of 'skill', all clog 
Tilburg's centre like cholesterol in an artery. It's the biggest fair in Benelux, and for that 
reason alone remarkable. (Gray and Acciano, 2004: 284)  
 
However, not all the tales discussed here share this tone. In the following, I give some 
clear examples of more positive and nuanced external tales of Tilburg. Although these 
tales are certainly not devoid of negative characterizations, they do talk in a more positive 
way about the city. The three articles discussed here are from various sources: the first is 
from a regional newspaper, the second from a national newspaper and the third from a 
national news magazine. The articles were published in the period 1999-2002 and all 
discuss recent changes in Tilburg. The discussions are extensively informed by local 
informants, which to some extent makes these articles a dialogue between the journalist 
and his informants.  
 
6.3.1 Actions speak louder than words 
 
In an article by Bas Timmers in BN/De Stem (a newspaper from the Breda region, which is 
located directly west of Tilburg), the identity of Tilburg is discussed under the heading Nie 
maawe mar staawe ('Actions speak louder than words'; 30 March 2002). The article was 
written for the paper's target group: people who live in the Breda region. Breda is the main 
city of this region and there has always been a certain animosity between Tilburg and 
Breda – an animosity that regularly reappears in local newspapers. An article in the 
regional paper Brabants Dagblad (13 July 2001) about an exhibition on the historical 
development of the infrastructure between Breda and Tilburg was, for instance, titled De 
vele wegen naar de kakkers van Breda ('The many roads to the snobs of Breda').22 According 
to this article, the inhabitants of Breda see Tilburg as an industrial town that is accorded 
the title 'city' only with some resentment. The inhabitants of Tilburg, on the other hand, 
supposedly see Breda as a city inhabited purely by snobs. It is against this background that 
Bas Timmers's article on Tilburg has to be understood.  
 
The article has a positive tone and describes the recent rise of the city. The variety of 
topics discussed is as wide as the variety of local speakers who feature in the article: 
architect George Bedaux, spatial economics professor Frans Boekema, historian and 
journalist Henk van Doremalen, Frank van Iersel from the 013 pop music centre, and Roel 
van Gurp and Wilbert van Herwijnen, who were city councillors in the period when the 
article was written. With the assistance of these local speakers, Bas Timmers tries to 
                                                 
22
 Since the author of this article in the Brabants Dagblad is unknown, reference is made here to the newspaper 
instead of to the journalist. In the remainder of this chapter more articles with unknown authors will be 
denoted in this way. 
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unravel what happened in Tilburg in the preceding decade. The introduction to the article 
has some telling moments:  
 
With a Rotterdam-like mentality the 'Kruikezeikers' liberated themselves the past fifteen 
years from the image of an ugly, grey industrial city.
23
 In the sixth place of the country a 
Wirtschaftswunder occurred. Under the influence of the 013 centre for pop music, the 
'Rockacademie'
24
 and the constantly growing university, Tilburg is currently even known as 
a swinging student city. 'We do not have a city centre with medieval squares, but more 
important is that something happens here.' (Timmers, 2002)  
 
So although Tilburg lacks a historical centre, it is said to be a swinging student city. This 
paradox – an ugly but lively city centre – remains a central element in the rest of the 
article. The article starts with former mayor Cees Becht, aka Cees de Sloper ('Demolition 
Cees'). Becht was mayor of Tilburg from 1957 until 1975, the period in which the textile 
industry collapsed in Tilburg. His metropolitan vision resulted, as we saw in the planners' 
tales section, in the replacement of some authentic elements of the city centre by 
modernistic buildings and an automobile-oriented infrastructure. Architect George 
Bedaux's opinion of Becht's interventions is cited at length in the article:  
 
                                                 
23
 This nickname is often used to depict inhabitants of Tilburg. In the local tales section (6.4.1) the meaning 
and history of this name are discussed in more detail.  
24
 The Rockacademie ('Rock Academy') is a Bachelor's degree programme in the field of popular music. 
Figure 8: Pop centre 013 
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He wanted to make a real city out of it [Tilburg], a metropolis like Rotterdam. That was his 
biggest mistake. He tore down the most beautiful cityscapes. What the Germans did not 
do, Becht did after all. That stupid apartment building on the Katterug is a remnant of this. 
And, as a matter of fact, they should flatten the whole Koningsplein
25
 and rebuild all of it. 
(Timmers, 2002) 
 
Timmers concludes this section of the article by stating that the roots of Tilburg's image as 
an ugly, boring and poor municipality lie in this bleak period. Just as in the introduction to 
the article, the word 'city' is not used to describe Tilburg – a point which, in a way, is also 
made by historian/publicist Henk van Doremalen. He is quoted as saying that Tilburg is in 
fact one big village. This is related to the spatial development of the city. Tilburg is an 
amalgamation of fourteen hamlets. The article argues that this atypical spatial 
development also explains why Tilburg lacks a historic city centre, unlike its neighbouring 
cities Den Bosch and Breda.  
 
Timmers then switches to the positive recent developments in Tilburg. The arrival of 
Mayor Brokx in 1988 is seen as the quintessential point in the recent history of the city. 
His straightforward leadership turned the city around. According to spatial economics 
professor Boekema, he broke through the modesty of the people in the city. A cultural 
shift among the local government was established and the links with the business 
community improved. Institutional investors were attracted and Brokx used his contacts 
in The Hague to lobby for the allocation of housing quotas. However, the arrival of Brokx 
was not the only important development in Tilburg. The enormous growth of the cultural 
sector and the rise of the nightlife are regarded as developments that are characteristic of 
the new Tilburg. The new 013 pop music centre, which is named after the area code of 
Tilburg, is seen as the definitive turning-point for Tilburg's image:  
 
The arrival of 013 (270,000 visitors a year, 54 people employed and 250 volunteers) changed 
the image of Tilburg definitively. 'What 013 did for us is indescribable,' says van Herwijnen. 
'All kinds of other qualitatively good things stand out as well now.' Some examples: the 
Paradox developed into the second jazz stage in the Netherlands, after the Bimhuis in 
Amsterdam. The concert hall, facing the town hall, makes up a unique art cluster together 
with the Music Conservatory, the Dance Academy, and the Academy of Architecture and 
Urbanism. This will be complemented with the Academy of Fine Arts & Education, the 
Rockacademie, and the Academy for Drama. Furthermore, from April until September the 
city hosts a different event almost every weekend. (Timmers, 2002) 
 
Despite the liveliness of the city the author ends the article by discussing some remaining 
problems: 'Tilburg has the image that it is one of the ugliest, if not the ugliest city of the 
country'. This assessment is questioned by historian van Doremalen, who claims that 
Tilburg's ugliness stems from the comparison with historic cities:  
 
In the Netherlands, the traditional image is that only churches, canal-side houses and 
fortified cities are beautiful. Of course, Breda has the Old Church and some fine medieval 
premises. But no city has, for instance, so many beautiful buildings from the early 
twentieth century as Tilburg does. Only the old factories were ugly, but they are now all 
torn down. (in Timmers, 2002).  
                                                 
25
 The Koningsplein is the square where the Katterug apartment complex and other prominent buildings (e.g. 
the city hall) from the Becht period are located.  
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Architect Bedaux seems some beauty among the ugliness. He admits that Tilburg will keep 
its ugly parts, but he mentions the concert hall as a recent example of a successful 
intervention that has created a new part of the city with a strong identity. 
 
6.3.2 Trendy Tilburg 
 
The second article on Tilburg discussed here is 'Trendy Tilburg' by Peter de Graaf in the 
national paper de Volkskrant (12 December 2000). Just like the article by Bas Timmers, it 
starts with a comparison to Rotterdam. Tilburg is presented as the Rotterdam of the 
south. The inhabitants of Rotterdam as well as the inhabitants of Tilburg are said to put 
their shoulders to the wheel. Similar to the article by Bas Timmers several locals are 
interviewed and cited: F. van Iersel (coordinator of the 013 centre), J. Hamming (city 
councillor for the Social Democrats), R. van Eijkeren (director of the municipality's 
Neighbourhood Affairs), N. Derks (secretary of the municipality), C. Reinders (director of 
the Dutch Textile Museum), S. de Leest (student), E. van Dam (chair of the Midden-
Brabant Regional Training Centre) and H. Stam (owner of the Atlas travel-book shop). The 
article, which was written two years earlier than Bas Timmers's, is mainly composed of the 
same ingredients but with different explanations. De Graaf asks: 'Does ugliness urge to 
creativity?' 
 
Figure 9: Theatre of Tilburg 
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The article starts with councillor van Herwijnen's love of heavy metal music, the graffiti-
sprayed walls of councillor Hamming's office and Mayor Stekelenburg's carnival hit about 
his wife. These are unusual hobbies for politicians, and de Graaf associates them with the 
gloomy working environment:  
 
Is it the gloomy environment that urges the city council to actions like these? City hall and 
its surroundings looks dull and sorrowful. Against the old palace of King Willem the 
Second, who organized a (failed) ten-day campaign from Tilburg against the insurgent 
Belgians, a colossal black office has been built. Together they make up the 'paleis-raadhuis' 
(palace-city hall). Pergolas and water boxes should embellish the surrounding squares. The 
hundreds of autumn leaves in the water intensify the grubby sight. (de Graaf, 2000)  
 
The remark is a stepping stone for a short overview of Mayor Becht's modernization of the 
city centre during the collapse of the textile industry – a period that has not yet faded 
away completely. This in contrast to the gloominess and the inferiority complex of the 
inhabitants of Tilburg. In recent years, Tilburg has undeniably gained more elan and self-
esteem, according to de Graaf. These are changes that started in the period during which 
Gerrit Brokx was mayor of Tilburg. 'His lobby in The Hague was fierce but effective.' 
Derks, the secretary of the municipality, adds: 'Brokx was self-assured and transferred this 
feeling to the city. He took Tilburg in tow.'  
 
Tilburg's image is still no better than it should be, but according to de Graaf it has a 
cultural allure that attracts young people. Different cultural facilities are subsequently 
listed: the 013 pop centre, the Rockacademie, De Pont museum of contemporary arts, De 
Vorst theatre for dance and music, as many as thirty recording studios, various art 
academies, and an explosively growing number of bars and restaurants. De Graaf 
interviewed a student about the appeal of the city: 
 
'Tilburg has the image of an industrial city and that image is reinforced when one enters 
the city via the outskirts,' said 21-year-old student S. de Leest. 'But once you are inside, you 
notice that there is a very special atmosphere. There are many cultural activities. And it is 
very easy to get in touch with people.' He is doing a secondary teacher training in 
economics and does not want to leave Tilburg for the time being: 'Friends from Amsterdam 
sense a typical southern atmosphere over here.' (de Graaf, 2000) 
 
The cultural vibrancy of Tilburg is partially explained by close contacts between the 
cultural industries and the municipality. The policy makers are said to be busy creating a 
distinct profile and supposedly lack the complacent attitude of policy makers in Den 
Bosch and Breda. The complacency in those two cities is linked with the fine appearance 
of the built environment. On the other hand, the notion that the city is still not attractive 
in a physical sense could be, according to bookshop owner Stam, the inspiration for the 
entrepreneurial spirit in the city: 'We miss the cosiness of an old, historic city here. So 
everybody has to be very creative to make something out of it' (ibid.). The prizes won by 
the University of Tilburg and the St Elizabeth hospital, the successes of the Willem II pro 
football club, the chart success of the music group Krezip, and local events like the yearly 
fair and multicultural Festival Mundial, are all used as evidence that something is 
happening in Tilburg.  
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In the last paragraphs of the article, de Graaf claims that the inhabitants of Tilburg shrug 
off external critiques. The often mentioned opinions about Tilburg as they were 
articulated by anchorman Freriks, old State Secretary van der Ploeg and the Loesje protest 
group are mentioned once again. But, according to the secretary of the municipality, the 
prejudices as well as the fixity of some old images are accepted by everybody in Tilburg: 
'We just calmly continue working.' 
 
6.3.3 City-state Tilburg 
 
The third and last article from the regional and national media on Tilburg discussed here 
is 'Stadstaat Tilburg' ('City-state Tilburg') by Gerry van der List, who wrote the article for 
Elsevier (a national news magazine) in 1999. The focus of the article is very much on two 
influential and recent mayors of Tilburg: Brokx and Stekelenburg. Brokx was mayor from 
1988 until 1997 and was succeeded by Stekelenburg, who was mayor until 2003, when he 
prematurely died. Their history in national politics and the labour union had made both 
famous before their time as mayor of Tilburg. Their ambitions and network in national 
politics are presented by van der List as an important aspect of the recent rise of Tilburg – 
a rise that is described as the awakening of a 'Calimero city' (the reference to the 'Calimero 
complex' in this description can be ascribed to Stekelenburg who, after he had been 
appointed mayor, used to say that one of the things that struck him most about the 
inhabitants of Tilburg was their inferiority complex:26 Stekelenburg wrote 'I noticed that 
inhabitants of Tilburg are not inclined to talk enthusiastically about their city').  
 
The article starts with a contradiction: in reference to an old song of praise for the city, 
Tilburg is often presented as De schoonste stad van 't land ('The most beautiful city in the 
country'). But van der List thinks that not many people would second this opinion. 
According to him, the physical appearance of Tilburg produces a depressive effect on the 
mind. Despite this effect, Tilburg prospers like never before. This seems to puzzle van der 
List, who asks: 'What is happening in the once so disconsolate city in the middle of 
Brabant?' Several prominent locals are interviewed in order to find an answer to this 
question: Johan Stekelenburg (mayor), Len de Klerk (old principal of the university), Jace 
van de Ven (publicist and poet), Pieter Tops (professor in public administration at the 
university) and former mayor Gerrit Brokx. They all contribute to the enumeration of 
recent developments that support the idea that something is happening in Tilburg: the 
arrival of the 013 pop centre and several new companies, the successes of the Willem II pro 
football club, the 'Tilburg Model'27 and the construction of skyscrapers. 
 
All these developments represent the new Tilburg, which is set off against the old Tilburg. 
The old Tilburg is summarized as being dominated by the textile industry and a reference 
is made to the story of the Kruikezeiker. The downfall of the textile industry is 
subsequently linked with former mayor Becht:  
                                                 
26
 In Dutch, an inferiority complex is called a calimerocomplex, in reference to an Italian cartoon duck 
designed by Toni Pagot. Calimero's inferiority complex focused on the fact that he was little and all the others 
were big.  
27
 The 'Tilburg Model' of local administration was developed by the municipality from the mid 1980s onwards 
as part of a more entrepreneurial stance in city politics underpinning the business-like performance of the city 
(Dormans et al., 2002). The Tilburg Model emphasizes, in particular, the transformation of local 
administrative bodies with the aim of tightening financial control and accountability.  
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In the 1960s the textile industry was hit hard by foreign competition. Many family 
businesses were annihilated in one blow. The subsequent recession was challenged by the 
city council with a destructive purposiveness that is reminiscent of the early Soviet Union. 
Symbol for this time of merciless modernization was Mayor Becht, who ruled the city as 
'Cees de Sloper' with an iron hand from 1957 until 1975. Under his, and the influential social 
democratic councillor Baggerman's, reign many textile factories were torn down rapidly. 
This created numerous empty places in the city, which gave the city an unheimlich 
appearance. The commercial and industrial buildings that Becht threw up did not 
contribute to the embellishment of the city image either. (van der List, 1999: 20) 
 
Besides being an old industrial city, Tilburg is also presented as a former Catholic city. The 
city hosted many churches, congregations, convents and Catholic publishers. However, 
secularization banished the Catholic belief from centre stage in Tilburg. Churches were 
closed and gradually the city's skyline was pierced by fewer church towers. The 
interviewees disagreed on whether Tilburg is still a Catholic city, despite these 
developments. Pieter Tops, for instance, pointed to the importance of private enterprises 
in the city as a typical Catholic characteristic. Len de Klerk, on the other hand, claimed 
that the smell of incense has vanished from the city.  
 
The transition from the old to the new Tilburg again revolves around the appointment of 
Brokx as mayor. His magisterial and headstrong style of governing would in any other case 
Figure 10: Textiles Museum Tilburg 
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be controversial, but almost everybody speaks well of Brokx. He put Tilburg on the map 
again and used his connections in national politics to attract extra funding, which is what 
gave him his nickname 'Gerrit de Ritselaar' ('Gerrit the Fixer'). He is seen as being 
responsible for giving the inhabitants of Tilburg more self-esteem. In short, Brokx 
transformed Tilburg to a city with elan. Tilburg ceased to be a cultural wasteland. Here, 
van der List enumerates some examples of cultural developments in Tilburg. Just like in 
the other articles, 013, the De Pont museum, the Rockacademie, and other cultural 
facilities and events are mentioned.  
 
Everything seems to indicate that they are more alert and ambitious in Tilburg compared 
to the neighbouring cities, and that they welcome cultural renewal. Even the gays have 
discovered this formerly Catholic, and thus homophobic, city. (van der List, 1999: 26)  
 
The article concludes with some reflections on the new mayor, Stekelenburg. More 
friendly and less magisterial than Brokx, Stekelenburg is portrayed as a man of harmony 
and cooperation. Van der List is not convinced that Stekelenburg will continue the 
upward line for Tilburg, but he is convinced that 'stories of its rise are more than a clever 
publicity stunt staged by advisers, more than the wishful thinking of governors'. In line 
with this, the article ends with a reference to a novel by writer/painter Jan Horsten, with 
the 'suitable' title Een stad ontwaakt ('A city awakes').  
 
6.4  Local tales of Tilburg 
 
Local tales are stories that are usually told by the residents of a city. Not everyone in a city 
actively tells them and, like other stories, their telling is more explicit among some 
participants than others. In the case of Tilburg there is, for instance, a collective of writers, 
publicists and poets who are connected in some way to the regional newspaper, the 
Brabants Dagblad, or to the regional archive. Although the term collective is perhaps 
somewhat overstating the case, people like Paul Spapens, Ronald Peeters, Henk van 
Doremalen, Jace van de Ven and Ed Schilders are closely associated with and responsible 
for many publications on Tilburg. Although several of these writers were not born in 
Tilburg, they write frequently and passionately about the city.  
 
However, local tales are not just the creation of a small body of interest groups. They 
circulate through books, pamphlets, collections of photographs of Tilburg, personal 
reminiscences and local newspapers. Their telling is intertwined with the active 
participation of a wide range of residents in a whole series of contexts: local exhibitions, 
plays, songs, local associations, school projects, local radio documentaries, letters and 
poems (cf. Finnegan, 1998: 52-54). One example from Tilburg of this intertwinement is the 
book Tilburg verzamelt! ('Tilburg collects!'; Peeters et al., 2004), which was published to 
accompany an exhibition at the city museum. In both the exhibition and the book, 
inhabitants of Tilburg show pieces from their own collections that are typical 
representations of the history of Tilburg. Another example is the book Saanderdaags, 
Tilburgse kinderen vangen oude verhalen bij buren ('The next day, children from Tilburg 
collect old stories from their neighbours'; Breukers and de Raad, 2004), which is a 
compilation of interviews carried out in the Bomenbuurt, an older neighbourhood west of 
the city centre. The interviews were organized by the local community centre and were 
conducted by children from the neighbourhood who asked elderly people about their life 
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in the Bomenbuurt. The result is a combination of local histories and personal memories. 
Just like Tilburg verzamelt!, this project is oriented towards the history of Tilburg.  
 
A project that focuses on the contemporary city is wwwikwoonhierpuntnl 
('wwwIliveheredotnl'). This work of art was created by the Omission art collective and 
consisted of a website (www.ikwoonhier.nl), a neon sign and an 'encyclopaedia about 
living & more in the Reeshof and beyond' (van Horssen et al., 2001). The project is 
presented as a creative and recreational stage for and from the inhabitants of the Reeshof, 
the new urban quarter that was developed west of Tilburg at the turn of this century. The 
website and the encyclopedia explicitly focus on the inhabitants and try to uncover why 
they chose to move to the Reeshof and how they experience living there. Furthermore, 
many local tales are presented on the interactive website Het Geheugen van Tilburg ('The 
memory of Tilburg'). The website (www.geheugenvantilburg.nl) was launched in April 
2006 and is maintained by the city museum. Just like the project Het Geheugen van 
Almere ('The memory of Almere') – which is discussed in the chapters on Almere – this 
website presents a collection of local tales told by local inhabitants. These tales are on a 
variety of subjects, ranging from individual inhabitants, special objects, and local groups 
and organizations, to particular events, urban areas or streets.  
 
Many more examples could be mentioned and discussed here in more detail. There are, 
for instance, many books and articles on the industrial history of Tilburg, and none of 
them are included here. There are also many books on the history of various areas and 
Figure 11: Neon sign in the Reeshof 
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neighbourhoods in Tilburg. For instance, the book Het gevoel dat je hier thuishoort ('The 
feeling that you belong here') by Janssens and van Kempen (2006) tells the history of three 
neighbourhoods in the southern part of the old city. Furthermore, the local dialect has 
been an inspiration for a variety of publications. However, here I focus on four recently 
published tales. Although the stories share the fact that they are predominantly addressed 
to a local public, the topics of the stories differ greatly. The tales below are about a 
nickname and carnival image, a recently built skyscraper and a cut-down lime tree. All 
these tales are told by locals for locals, with one exception: the book Tilburg: bijzonder 
gewoon ('Tilburg: exceptionally ordinary'; van der Lans and Vuisje, 2001) was not written 
by locals and is not told from an insider's perspective. Just as most tales in the external 
tales section did not give an unadulterated external perspective on the city, this book does 
not provide a purely local perspective on Tilburg. The book is nevertheless included 
because it contains a collection of local tales and is primarily based on stories from locals. 
Nevertheless, the perspective is very much that of an outsider looking at the city. The 
similarity between the bicycle ride of the authors and that of Pieter Hoexum in the 
external tales of Almere is in this respect telling (see section 9.3.4). Both van der Lans and 
Vuisje as well as Hoexum set out to discover the city by bike, and by doing so they remain 
visitors to the city they describe.  
 
6.4.1 City of jugs 
 
Two local historians/publicists, Henk van Doremalen and Paul Spapens, recently wrote a 
book on the local symbol: Kruikezeikers. Mythe en werkelijkheid van een Tilburgs fenomeen 
('Kruikezeiker: myth and reality of a Tilburg phenomenon'; 2004). The Kruikezeiker is 
probably the most prominent local symbol for the identity of Tilburg and its inhabitants. 
This is mainly because the image of the Kruikezeiker is used during the annual carnival, 
when Tilburg is renamed Kruikenstad ('city of jugs'). But according to van Doremalen and 
Spapens, its identity is more than a carnival image alone (2004: 6).  
 
The Kruikezeiker is always depicted as a labourer holding a jug – a jug filled with human 
urine. It is an old nickname that is linked with the textile industry in Tilburg. Human 
urine can be used in the industrial washing and dyeing of wool, and the story is that the 
workers in Tilburg used to bring their own urine in a jug to the factory and sell it to their 
superiors. This story is often told, but lacks a solid foundation based on historical 
research. In the book, the authors present an overview of all the efforts that have been 
made to discover the real history of the phenomenon, and conclude that there is no hard 
evidence that the story of the Kruikezeiker is based on everyday practices in the Tilburg 
textile industry. Although it is a historical fact that human urine was used in the 
preparation of wool, it is not clear whether this was common practice in Tilburg or 
whether the urine in question was sold to the textile barons by their workers. None of the 
historical sources substantiated the tale of the Kruikezeiker as it is often told in Tilburg:  
 
The tales which are nowadays handed down from parents to children are a fantastic jumble 
of facts and things that try to pass for a fact. You could best describe them as 'cock and bull 
stories', a typical city tale from Tilburg. (…) The legend of Monday-morning urine which is 
diluted with alcohol still appeals most. (van Doremalen and Spapens, 2004: 8) 
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The authors cautiously make the point that the tale of the Kruikezeiker appears to be more 
myth than reality – a point that was front-page news for the local newspaper (Brabants 
Dagblad) when the book was published (Schilders, 2004).  
 
Although the tale of the Kruikezeiker appears to be more fiction than historical fact, it 
remains an important symbol for Tilburg. It also remains an adequate nickname for the 
inhabitants of Tilburg, because Tilburg used to be the wool city in the Netherlands. Van 
Doremalen and Spapens refer to an anthropological thesis on the Kruikezeiker from 1985 
in which the symbolic importance is denoted. It is not the literal meaning that is 
important, but the fact that it symbolizes a typical person from Tilburg: the labourer who 
lives on the verge of existence (2004: 9). The authors are impressed by the enduring 
prominence of the Kruikezeiker as the symbol of Tilburg and conclude their popular study 
with amazement and pride:  
 
The extraordinary development has occurred that the Kruikezeiker nowadays stands for the 
identity of the inhabitants of Tilburg. The fact that a nickname has acquired this 
significance means that the Kruikezeikers stand firm in their individuality and disposition. 
There is no city in the Netherlands which expresses its identity with a nickname. But 
Tilburg does. (van Doremalen and Spapens, 2004: 39) 
 
The importance of the Kruikezeiker as a symbol of Tilburg was shown again in November 
2004 when the current mayor, Ruud Vreeman, made some depreciatory statements about 
Figure 12: Statue of the Kruikezeiker 
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the Kruikezeiker. His statements stirred up anger and indignation in many inhabitants of 
Tilburg. Vreeman had made his remarks during a meeting of the local employers' 
association, but the range of his words extended well beyond that setting. The controversy 
even made de Volkskrant (a national newspaper), and the popular columnist Jan Mulder 
wrote a column on it (20 November 2004). Vreeman questioned the submissive pose of 
the Kruikezeiker and said that it did not fit the proud and self-confident attitude that the 
inhabitants of Tilburg should present. In hindsight, it seems that he probably did not 
realize how much people are attached to this humble looking figure, and that he, coming 
'from above the rivers', is not entitled to judge this local symbol.28 In the Brabants Dagblad 
(19 November 2004) the topic was made the 'issue of the day' and in a poll 87% of 693 
people voted in favour of the statement 'The Kruikezeiker must remain the symbol of 
Tilburg'. Readers of the paper defended the symbol by claiming that the Kruikezeiker was 
an example of self-mockery and self-relativization (van Heeswijk, 2004).  
 
6.4.2 Tilburg: exceptionally ordinary 
 
Tilburg: bijzonder gewoon ('Tilburg: exceptionally ordinary') – which can be described as a 
collection of local tales – was published in 2001. The book was written by Jos van der Lans 
and Herman Vuijsje, two publicists/academics/journalists living in Amsterdam, and 
commissioned by the municipality of Tilburg. According to the authors, the book attempts 
to unravel the secret of Tilburg and its inhabitants, and is presented as a look behind the 
scenes of modesty and ordinariness. The authors argue that, of all the large cities in the 
Netherlands, Tilburg is the city that appeals least to one's imagination – that is, at least for 
the people who do not live in Tilburg (van der Lans and Vuijsje, 2001: 5). One could say 
that the book tries to capture the identity of Tilburg, although this is not mentioned 
explicitly. 
 
In five chapters the book discusses a wide variety of topics: the physical appearance of 
Tilburg, the local Catholic tradition, the local dialect, the resilience of Tilburg after the 
decline of the textile industry, and the ambiguity of its inhabitants. A wide variety of 
stories, interviews, anecdotes and reflections are brought together in these chapters. At 
the beginning of the first chapter, for instance, reference is made to some negative 
opinions held by outsiders about Tilburg, notably the already mentioned remarks by 
Philip Freriks and Sonja Barend and the text in the Rough Guide. But van der Lans and 
Vuijsje argue that it is not only outsiders who contribute to the negative and greyish image 
of Tilburg: the inhabitants of Tilburg are 'not the most enthusiastic ambassadors of the 
city' (ibid.: 9). The authors claim that they had not met one inhabitant who said that 
Tilburg was unmistakably beautiful. They cite Hans Opbroek, the former director of a 
local refugee centre, who said that:  
 
Tilburg is a concatenation of heterogeneous and sometimes even conflicting fragments. 
They do not create one image and do not make one profound impression, but there are 
some very beautiful pieces in between them. Tilburg does not hand itself over just like that; 
Tilburg needs to be discovered. (Ibid.: 10).  
                                                 
28
 In the south of the Netherlands someone from the western part of the country is commonly referred to as 
someone 'from above the rivers'. The rivers Rijn, Maas and Waal split the Netherlands into a northern and a 
southern part, and traditionally the part 'above the rivers' – and more specifically the area which is now often 
referred to as the Randstad – dominated the southern part.  
106 
 
In an attempt to discover Tilburg, the authors opt for a bicycle tour around the city. The 
tour is described as a 'postmodern experience', since all the periods and styles of the city's 
architectural history are disorderly scattered over the place (ibid.: 11). According to the 
authors, Tilburg is an urban anarchy that has not been ordered by time: 
 
Tilburg scoffs at the average urban experience of the Dutch. A normal city has a vibrant 
core and becomes increasingly younger as you get further away from the centre. That is not 
the case in Tilburg. The city does not reveal itself to its visitors in the way they are used to. 
Tilburg continually amazes by giving the impression that it is not a city, but a collection of 
urban fragments. The first reaction naturally is one of defence, the outsider cannot identify 
the city. (Ibid.: 13)  
 
Van der Lans and Vuijsje argue that they too had this feeling, but that during the 
remainder of their bicycle tour they started to discover beautiful buildings in unattractive 
surroundings. They conclude the section by stating that Tilburg is not ugly (ibid.: 14). In 
the following section, they describe the urban history of Tilburg. Their description focuses 
on the idea that Tilburg has always been a city that fused together, rather than a city that 
expanded from a single centre. Under the influence of the rapidly expanding textile 
industry, Tilburg became a meeting place of villages instead of a city (ibid.: 17). The urban 
history of Tilburg as it is retold here subsequently addresses three events in more detail: 
Rückert's urban plan, the rise of functionalism under Mayor Becht and the restructuring of 
many urban sites after the closure of the textile factories.  
 
In the past, Tilburg's skyline was dominated not only by smokestacks, but also by church 
towers. The city has a long history of dominance by the Catholic Church. Van der Lans 
and Vuijsje discuss this history at length in the second chapter and especially how the 
Catholic belief still plays a role in contemporary Tilburg. Although the role of the Church 
has diminished since the 1960s – as has the number of churches in the city – some of the 
Catholic rituals remain popular. In working-class neighbourhoods, for instance, the 
celebration of the first Communion has regained interest in recent years (ibid.: 59). This 
development was used in the fourth part of the 'Tilburg: Modern Industrial City' campaign 
in 1997: the image of a little girl taking her first Communion was shown prominently in 
advertisements and posters. According to the authors, it is unclear whether this revival of 
the celebration of the first Communion is an example of continuing Catholic influences, or 
whether it reflects a growing desire for festivities. Without a similar reservation, other 
Catholic rituals, from both the past and the present, are described by van der Lans and 
Vuijsje in the rest of the chapter. The worshipping of Peerke Donders is discussed most 
elaborately. Donders was a Catholic priest who went as a missionary to Suriname to 
convert the locals and to care for people who had leprosy. Donders (1809-1887) was 
beatified in 1982 and the Pater Donderskapel (the chapel built in honour of Peerke 
Donders) in north Tilburg has become a place of pilgrimage. Van der Lans and Vuijsje also 
make a reference in this chapter to another contemporary Catholic symbol: the name of 
the university. When the book was written, the University of Tilburg was still called the 
Katholieke Universiteit Brabant. There was a discussion, initiated by the then new mayor 
Stekelenburg, questioning whether this label was still appropriate in these times. 
According to the authors, the discussion ended abruptly when Stekelenburg discovered 
that the Catholic label had a surplus value: 'It is distinctive in times when everything starts 
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to look the same. Furthermore, it is increasingly associated with a positive, ideal overtone. 
This is not something to get rid off carelessly in times that crave inspiration' (ibid.: 65).29  
 
In the third chapter, van der Lans and Vuijsje address the local dialect. The vitality of the 
local dialect can be witnessed best during the festivities related to the annual carnival, 
when it is the dominant language. However, the dialect is popular also in everyday life, 
even among non-natives: 
 
The dialect from Tilburg proves to be so vital that it is also adopted by people from outside 
Tilburg, the 'imports'. This is remarkable because a dialect never stands on its own. It 
chimes with local experiences, the shared adventures of a population. This is certainly the 
case for Tilburg which was an isolated provincial town until deep into the twentieth 
century with distinctive social relations and a specific culture. (Ibid.: 71)  
 
Moreover, the Tilburgse Revue (a revue performed in the local dialect) is very popular. So 
too is the Grôot Diktee, an annual spelling contest in which the contestants prove their 
skills in writing the local dialect. The spelling used during this contest is itself contested 
by another spelling. Currently two different spellings are used in Tilburg, and both have 
their own dictionary. According to van der Lans and Vuijsje the struggle between the 
                                                 
29
 In the meantime, new developments caught up with this interpretation: the university was renamed 
Universiteit van Tilburg ('Tilburg University') in 2002 and thus abandoned its Catholic label. 
Figure 13: Birthplace of Peerke Donders in Tilburg-Noord 
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different spellings and the struggle for the preservation of the dialect is not a folkloristic 
happening that whiffs of local fairs. It is a struggle of friendly people who have the desire 
to conserve a certain cosiness and togetherness (ibid.: 90). 
 
In the fourth chapter, the authors discuss a wide variety of topics that could be best 
described as the various ways in which the city reacted to the decline of the textile 
industry. In the two decades following 1960, the city lost 80 per cent of its textile 
companies. The authors give several examples of how Tilburg has tried to overcome the 
negative results of this: the city now has an active and reorganized municipal 
organization, increasing education facilities (and thus increasing student numbers) and a 
growing cultural industry, examples which were given in the external tales section.  
 
In the fifth and last chapter of the book, the main topic is the inhabitants of Tilburg. The 
authors state that there is a certain ambiguity in their character. On the one hand, 
inhabitants of Tilburg are said to be modest and ordinary: they are docile and have a low 
level of self-esteem. Put in a historical perspective of domination by textile barons and 
church leaders, the inhabitants of Tilburg are characterized by van der Lans and Vuijsje as 
modest and unpretentious. On the other hand, they mention several examples of 
stubbornness and straightforwardness. The inhabitant of Tilburg is docile only at first 
sight: beneath his or her modest surface lies a recalcitrant character. Both parts of their 
character are brought together in an observation by a local composer, Tom America, who 
praised the inhabitants of Tilburg for their 'simple authenticity' (ibid.: 125) – a simple 
authenticity that, despite all the recent developments in Tilburg, contributes towards a 
sense of continuity:  
 
A lot of the cosiness, commitment and mutual responsibility of the rustic working-class 
city has survived the turbulence of the past decades. And this is more than pleasant. In the 
current footloose economy a quiet, enjoyable, and social climate to live in is, perhaps, the 
most important factor determining the location of a business. (Ibid.: 139) 
 
6.4.3 Like a church tower in the landscape 
 
Although historical stories comprise a large proportion of the local tales, these tales are 
more than stories of the past alone. As said, local tales circulate through books, personal 
reminiscences and local newspapers. An example of the last mentioned is the coverage on 
the development and realization of the Westpoint tower in the Brabants Dagblad. 
Westpoint is a residential tower that was completed in 2004. At the time, Westpoint was 
the highest residential tower in the Netherlands. It stands out in the western part of the 
Tilburg skyline and lies opposite the CZ building – formerly the highest building in 
Tilburg – in the eastern part of the city. In the local newspaper, the whole process of 
developing and constructing the tower, as well as the marketing of the apartments, was 
covered. In 1996, the first news about the new high-rise in Tilburg appeared, stating that it 
should replace the unprofitable business centre Westpoint. Since then, articles have 
appeared the Brabants Dagblad on high-rises in general, the highest buildings in the 
Netherlands, the technical details of the Westpoint tower, the safety procedures, the first 
occupants, and much more. For instance, in the article Westpoint als kerktoren in het 
landschap ('Westpoint stands like a church tower in the landscape'), the construction of 
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the tower is linked with a revival of high-rises in general. The article, which was written by 
a journalist whose name is not mentioned, opens as follows: 
  
High-rise was in the black books for years. That is over now. The luxurious residential 
tower Westpoint is a good example of this. The Dutch building industry did not want to 
burn their fingers after the disasters from the 1970s (like the Bijlmermeer).
30
 'Quite some 
architects found that a great pity,' says Jan Klerks, the secretary of the 'Hoogbouw' [High-
rise] foundation (Brabants Dagblad, 11 July 2003) 
 
According to Klerks, the failure of previous high-rises was caused by badly chosen 
locations: they used to stand like fences at the edges of cities. Nowadays, however, high-
rise buildings are located on prominent sites in city centres. Westpoint is a good example 
of this, according to the project's architect, Margriet Eugelink, who said that the height of 
the Westpoint tower made it a special challenge: 
 
'It means that a building serves a special purpose. In bygone days the church towers were 
visible from all places and now buildings like this one are. So it does not needs to be pretty 
for the inhabitants only, but for everybody. That brings about responsibility.' So especially 
for Westpoint Eugelink enlisted the help of an artist. 'We worked with colour and lighting 
                                                 
30
 The Bijlmermeer is an urban area in the south-east of Amsterdam and was developed in the 1970s. Based on 
the ideas of Le Corbusier and the Modern Movement in architecture, the area has a strict division of functions 
and combines high-rise buildings with extensive green fields.  
Figure 14: Westpoint tower 
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to create a very special beacon, particularly at night.' Eugelink sees that high-rise is clearly 
coming on. It is a logical consequence of the need to make the most of the space in the 
crammed city centres. 'With high-rise buildings you have space left and you also prevent 
people from leaving the city due to a shortage of housing.' (Brabants Dagblad, 11 July 2003) 
 
The revival of high-rises is a craze, according to Frank Wassenberg of the OTB research 
institute (Delft). Cities worldwide compete to have the highest building, Wassenberg 
contends, and developments in building techniques make it possible to build higher and 
higher. He thinks that the explanation for this continuing competition lies in 'the 
fashionable image that high-rises give to a city'. For the inhabitants the appeal of high-
rises partially lies in the privacy they offer, the article argues. Besides that, the view from 
the apartments remains an important selling point for high-rise buildings (Brabants 
Dagblad, 11 July 2003).  
 
In several other articles, the Westpoint tower is explicitly linked with the image and 
identity of Tilburg. An example of this is an article that appeared when the construction of 
the tower still had to be justified (Brabants Dagblad, 24 September 1997). In it, councillor 
Roel van Gurp from GroenLinks (the left-wing green party) explained why he is in favour 
of the high-rise building: 'To save space and to prevent the city from expanding more and 
more into the outskirts, some fundamental decisions have to be made. We need to dare to 
go up, especially in the old city. For me this is a reason to be enthusiastic about 
Westpoint.' The tower is also said to give the city a sophisticated image (Brabants 
Dagblad, 11 July 2003). However, not everybody is enthusiastic about it. In one article, the 
project is depicted as a showpiece of the municipality (Sparidaans, 2001).  
 
The contrasting opinions come to the fore most clearly in an article by Rob Oostelbos 
(Brabants Dagblad, 1 February 2003) in which a debate on the literal and figurative skyline 
of Tilburg is announced. The literal skyline referred to is the new high-rise building and 
the figurative skyline is Tilburg's cultural scene. With regard to the tower, the debate 
focuses on the question which way the city should evolve. The current Tilburg is presented 
as neither flesh nor fowl. According to the organizers of the debate a choice between 
puberty and adulthood has to be made. Two opposing interests are said to be present in 
the city. The city council, on the one hand, is proud of the new skyline:  
 
The high-rise makes the city, like the church towers and smokestacks in the past, visible 
from far away. Any self-respecting city, surely the sixth city of the country, has high-rises. 
Designed by nationally renown architects who act as guarantee for quality in design. 
(Oostelbos, 2003) 
 
On the other hand, the inhabitants of Tilburg are, according to the organizers of the 
debate, more critical of the recent developments. Their argument is that attention should 
be paid to the own inhabitants and not to creating a distinctive profile on a wider 
platform. Instead of 'the destruction of the skyline', money should be invested in the 
people. The central question of the debate is therefore: should Tilburg step on the 
accelerator or the brake?  
 
 
111 
6.4.4 The oldest inhabitant of Tilburg 
 
On April 27 1994, a well-known lime tree in the centre of Tilburg was cut down. The plan 
to fell this tree, which was several hundred years old, created a passionate public debate 
and in the end the felling was a hectic and emotional event. Paul Spapens, who co-
authored the previously discussed book on the Kruikezeiker, wrote a small book about the 
events: De Oudste Tilburger, een stad neemt afscheid van haar lindeboom ('The oldest 
inhabitant of Tilburg: a city says goodbye to its lime tree'). The booklet was released just a 
week after the tree had been felled. In the introduction, Spapens writes that the regional 
newspaper Het Nieuwsblad, which covered the developments extensively, decided that the 
events were so unique that they deserved a historical overview (Spapens, 1994: 1). The 
book consists of three chapters, which report on the felling, on the history of the lime tree, 
and on the circumstances and events that led to the felling, respectively. 
 
The events surrounding the felling of the tree are described as a 'miracle that Tilburg 
deserved' (ibid.: 3). Spapens starts the chapter by referring to an article that appeared in 
Het Nieuwsblad. The article was written by reporters Sylvia Huijgen and Stephan 
Jongerius, and was titled: 'The lime tree is dead; long live the new lime tree!' The title 
refers to the fact that when the old lime tree was lifted from its site, a young tree 
appeared. It turned out that within the hollow trunk of the old lime tree, a new lime tree 
had been growing. A small trunk with two leaf-bearing branches stood at the same place 
as the felled lime tree. Spapens (ibid.: 3) calls it a miracle that will contribute to the myth 
of this cherished monument. He continues with a detailed discussion of the events on the 
day of the felling, with the appearance of the new lime tree as the apotheosis. The crowd 
that gathered on the Heuvel, the central square of Tilburg were the lime tree would be 
felled, demanded that the new tree be preserved. After some deliberation, it was decided 
that the new tree's survival chances would be investigated and that it could remain 
standing (ibid.: 6).  
 
In the subsequent section, Spapens elaborates on the historical significance of lime trees. 
'Every hamlet and farmyard used to have its own patron tree. People used to stand in awe 
of the vital force and shelter that trees gave' (ibid.: 7). As such, trees became signifiers of 
life and it was therefore natural, Spapens argues, that some trees became the focus of 
pagan cults and rites. Many of these trees were lime trees, simply because lime trees can 
become very old. The exact age of the lime tree in Tilburg has never been established. 
Spapens writes that many people say that it was at least a thousand years old. Although 
this is most probably an exaggeration, the tree could be older than the also often 
mentioned 350 to 400 years (ibid.: 8). In the second chapter of the booklet the history of 
the lime tree in Tilburg is discussed in more detail.  
 
The first written source that refers to a lime tree at the place where the tree stood – the 
urban area known as the Heuvel – dates back to 1598, when reference is made of a lime 
tree that was surrounded by benches. Spapens (ibid.: 9) refers here to an article by Ronald 
Peeters in the Tilburg journal. Peeters writes that the tree mentioned in that source could 
well be the lime tree that was cut down in 1994, and that the benches were probably used 
for the administration of justice. The fact that there was a gallows depicted next to the 
tree on a map of Tilburg from 1760 supports this assumption. Besides a place for passing 
judgement, there are also historical sources that associate the tree with other functions, 
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writes Spapens. Weddings were announced under the tree and the town crier would 
proclaim various announcements by the city governors at the same location.  
 
In the following pages a historical overview is given of the life of the tree. It is a history of 
admiration on the part of people from Tilburg and from outside the city, as well as of 
repeated plans to cut and trim the tree. The history of the tree is partially told by the lime 
tree itself. For this Spapens uses an 'interview' he had with the tree and that was published 
in Het Nieuwsblad on 26 April 1994, a day before the felling. Looking back on its life, the 
tree remembers the outdoor Catholic masses and parades, the Netherlands' first armed 
bank robbery (which took place on the Heuvel) and the protests against the war in 
Vietnam. Spapens continues:  
 
In the 'interview' the lime tree remarks that its decay started in the beginning of the 1960s. 
During the rearrangement of the Heuvel the crown with a diameter of 30 metres was cut 
back in such a way that the characteristic and famous cone shape disappeared. The 32 iron 
columns which supported the branches were removed. Peeters writes in the journal Tilburg 
that that is the moment when it started to go wrong. The rainwater could penetrate in the 
sawed off branches. As a result of the cutting back the trunk started to rot. In addition to 
that the surroundings of the tree became increasingly covered with stone. Through the soil 
compaction, which was the result of the busy traffic, the ground beneath the Heuvelring 
had become so solid that it could only be loosened with a pickaxe.
31
 (Spapens, 1994: 13)  
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 The Heuvelring is the main road crossing the Heuvel.  
Figure 15: St. Jozefkerk at the Heuvelplein 
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As a result of the concrete environment and the consequent lack of water, the lime tree 
stopped growing in 1980. Various rescue operations were initiated during the 1980s and 
the early 1990s, but they all had only temporary and limited success.  
 
In the third and last chapter, the circumstances that led to the felling are discussed under 
the heading Alles van waarde is weerloos ('Everything of value is defenceless'), words that 
were once written by the Dutch poet Lucebert. At the end of 1993, the fate of the lime tree 
seemed to be sealed: there were new plans to rearrange the Heuvel, and the plans 
included an underground storage for bicycles – which meant that there would no longer 
be room for the lime tree. Spapens observes:  
 
We can thus allege that the first big rearrangement in the 1960s was the death blow for the 
lime tree; the second big rearrangement forced its exit. The tree that has always been vital 
to the image of the city had to give way to the development of the city. (Spapens, 1994: 23) 
 
In the rest of the chapter, Spapens describes the process that led to the decision to fell the 
tree – a decision that caused quite a stir, as Spapens shows. There was a lot of media 
attention, not in the least because of all the ideas about the future of the tree. Someone 
suggested making small gift boxes from the timber, while someone else wanted to make a 
work of art out of the lime tree. A more cynical idea was to sell the wood and use the 
money to make a replica from synthetic materials (ibid.: 25-27). Although it clear that 
none of these ideas was put into practice, it is not clear what happened to the tree and its 
wood. Spapens returns to the day of the felling and the fate of the newly discovered lime 
tree. It turns out that, after a while, the new lime tree was relocated. Spapens concludes: 
 
The first days unknown persons laid down flowers on the location of the old and the new 
lime tree. Since then there are constantly passers-by who, at that spot, point out to each 
other: 'Here stood the lime tree'. (Ibid.: 32) 
 
6.5 Concluding remarks 
 
This chapter brought together various urban tales about the city of Tilburg. These tales 
share the fact that they are all anchored within this specific urban locality and that they, 
as such, all contribute to the assortment of stories told about this place and its 
inhabitants. Although they are only a selection of possible tales about Tilburg, the 
selection encompasses a wide variety of themes and perspectives. Ultimately, these are 
stories that are familiar to most people who live in Tilburg. Although they might not have 
read the four volumes of the Tilburg Cityform study, they are familiar with the story about 
Tilburg's spatial development from various small hamlets into an industrial city. They will 
also know that the old city is located within the ring road and they even might have heard 
of Rückert and his spatial plan. Likewise, the Westpoint tower, the lime tree, the 
Kruikezeiker and the 'Tilburg: Modern Industrial City' campaign, are all well known and 
widely discussed by people inside as well as outside Tilburg.  
 
Nonetheless, I did not select these tales solely on the basis that they are well known. My 
selection was based on two broad criteria (see section 4.1.2): the tales had to convey well-
known stories in an interesting and appealing manner, and they had to be contemporary 
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in the sense that they had been published since the beginning of the 1990s. My aim was to 
cover a wide variety of topics within a manageable number of tales, and I therefore chose 
breadth over depth.  
 
In the following chapter, this selection of concrete tales of Tilburg is supplemented with a 
set of personal tales from Tilburg, which were collected in the period November 2005 - 
December 2006. These tales consist of the accounts of ten life story interviews and provide 
an insight into the way in which the inhabitants of Tilburg experience and articulate their 
city. In the following chapter, all the urban tales from Tilburg are analysed by using the 
concepts of emplotment and interpretative repertoire.  
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7.  PERSONAL TALES FROM TILBURG 
 
 
In the previous chapters, we saw how academics, urban planners, marketeers, journalists, 
writers and many others talk about cities in general and about Tilburg in particular. In this 
chapter, the focus is the inhabitants of Tilburg and their stories about living in this city. By 
exploring the life stories of ten inhabitants, a final set of voices is added to this polyvocal 
study of Tilburg. Obviously, these ten people do not and cannot represent the whole 
population of the city. Above all, these personal tales from Tilburg represent the various 
life stories as they were told to me during interviews. Nevertheless, despite their 
singularity, these tales share their view on the city. In one way or another, all these tales 
tell a story about living in Tilburg from the perspective of an urban dweller.  
 
The following contains extracts from ten life stories that I collected through in-depth life 
story interviews with ten inhabitants of Tilburg. Four life stories are discussed as a whole, 
while only certain fragments of the other six life stories are used. These fragments are 
loosely clustered in two sections in the second part of the chapter, namely in 'Tilburg and 
moving' and in 'Living in Tilburg'. Since I asked the interviewees to link their life story 
Figure 16: The city of Tilburg 
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with their place of residence, there were some recurring themes and topics during the 
interviews. These themes and topics are grouped in the second part of the chapter under 
the generic labels of moving and living. In the first part of the chapter, four life stories are 
rendered by substantial extracts from the stories themselves. The extracts are in the same 
font and font type as the rest of the text, but with an increased indent. Although most 
parts of the interviews are included, some fragments are omitted. In those cases, an 
ellipsis between brackets, or a small text summarizing that fragment of the interview, is 
inserted. Questions posed by me during the interview are enclosed in square brackets, as 
are some translations of Dutch words.  
 
For the purpose of this chapter, the interviews were transcribed and subsequently 
translated. In this process I took the liberty to occasionally edit the text to improve its 
readability, since the spoken language of the interview is not always easy to read. I did this 
only in certain situations, namely when there was too much repetition in the text, when 
the interviewee used too many subordinate clauses or when sentences were not finished. 
Besides the occasional editing I also divided the interviews into paragraphs, again to 
improve the readability. The paragraphs are used to demarcate topics and to manage the 
length of the paragraphs and thus do not represent pauses in the interviews. Despite these 
efforts to increase the readability of the chapter, the following life stories remain accounts 
of an interview situation and thus occasionally they can be somewhat difficult to read. A 
more elaborate discussion of the various choices and steps made in the collection, 
selection and writing up of these interviews is included in the second and fourth chapter 
(section 2.4.3 and section 4.1.3). The analysis of these personal urban tales is discussed in 
the following chapter, together with the analysis of the concrete urban tales.  
 
7.1 The tale of Fons van Hest 
 
I interviewed Fons van Hest in November 2005 at his home in the Oud-Noord urban area 
of Tilburg. At the beginning of the interview, Fons was somewhat hesitant since he was 
not sure what I wanted to hear. I suggested that he could tell about his youth. A short and 
somewhat fragmented overview of his youth followed. 
 
I was born here in Tilburg. Coincidentally just 100 metres from this place, on the 
square behind here. A year after that we moved all the way to the other side of 
Tilburg. I lived there for another two years and then we moved to the Wandelbos, 
alongside the Wilhelminakanaal. In the vicinity of the Wandelbos it was all woods. 
I then lived there until I married. I had a very pleasant time there. Went to the 
primary school. And then we did lots of things, in our youth. We used to have… 
when we were lanky lads, teenagers… there used to be these youth clubs in Tilburg. 
Converted garages that were used as youth clubs with some sort of supervisor. But 
he used to wink at most things. So most of the time we just messed about, of 
course. You know what teenagers do. And for the rest… well I always liked living in 
Tilburg and I still do.  
 
And, uhm, about my youth… As I said, I've always lived in the Wandelbos. In the 
woods, as I mentioned. There used to be an enormous sports field and roads that 
had not been altered for 15 or 20 years. That was where we used to scramble. We 
started with mopeds that we got from someone and we turned them into 
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scramblers. And later on we used motorbikes. I was often chased by the police. 
Several policemen drove into the canal thanks to me. That was very amusing: a 
chase. When we needed to refuel we went to the gas station with about ten 
motorbikes and we didn't have exhausts, so we made a lot of noise. Then 
somebody would call the police because of all the clamour, and after we'd filled up 
we'd have the motorcycle police on our back. And, well, when we had time off we 
rode around, so we knew the area like the back of our hand. So we'd jump over a 
hill, skirt around a ditch, jump over another hill and then brake hard and twist the 
handlebars, because otherwise you'd drive straight into the canal. We knew this, 
but the policeman didn't, so he drove into the canal. That was brilliant. And then – 
50 metres further on – we'd stop and laugh at him. However, this meant that you 
couldn't go scrambling for some months, otherwise you'd be in for it. (…)  
 
[What sort of neighbourhood was the Wandelbos?] I lived in a blue-collar area, a 
working-class neighbourhood, in fact. In those days, these were all normal people; 
people who were in construction or worked in the factories. It was just enormously 
pleasant and cosy. If there was, for instance, a severe frost in winter, we'd cover a 
little square with water. Just to make an ice rink. That was always very nice. And 
music outside, table outside, some beer on top and then something of a party. The 
same thing happened in the summer, if it was convenient. A typical working-class 
neighbourhood. A lot of sitting on the steps. Especially when it was warm; then 
everything was taken outside. But at the moment that neighbourhood is going 
Figure 17: The Wandelbos 
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down hill. All cheap housing, and they stuff it with that junk. Foreigners as well, of 
course, and some of those antisocial people. My mother has left there now as well, 
two years ago. She couldn't handle it any longer; the crime and what it brings with 
it. But it's a shame for such a neighbourhood, because it always used to be terribly 
cosy. Especially during the fairs. We used to have the Westermarkt and the 
Paletplein – those are nearby shopping centres now – and we used to have a fair 
there every year. You'd go there with your friends and you'd eventually be there 
with 80 or 90 men. That was superb. And cheap wine from the Albert Hein [a 
supermarket], and afterwards you went home sick. Well, you don't have to be a 
student to do that type of thing. That was enjoyable. A super youth, as a matter of 
fact. In comparison to now, you used to be much more unrestricted back then. 
Everything was possible, everything was allowed. In the woods back then, building 
huts, making campfires. It was all connived at. It would be a completely different 
story if those things happened now. Half of Tilburg would be turned upside down 
in such a case.  
 
Thinking about his youth in the Wandelbos, Fons recollected the time he had started a 
forest fire. Just across the canal there used to be a military training ground and a small fire 
eventually set the heathland alight. He then talked about his parents and their work: 
 
My father used to be a house painter. A painter as well, yes. My mother worked 
here at the fulling mill, in an old factory in the textile industry. She had to mend 
certain pieces. Well, I don't know exactly what she did. If they came from the 
machine she had to mend them, the fabrics they used to make clothes from. It 
used to be all textiles here in Tilburg, you know. [How did you experience that 
period?] In those days it [the textile industry] collapsed. Everybody was thrown 
out. Because earlier, my father also used to be in the textile industry, but then he 
switched to the building trade. He was about 20 when he started as a painter, but 
before that he was in textiles; and my grandfather as well. My other grandfather 
used to work for the railways. That was here in Tilburg as well, near the NS [the 
main Dutch railway company]. In those days that whole area belonged to the 
railways. But the majority of all the real old Tilburgers [inhabitants of Tilburg] 
worked in the textile industry. I still know various family members who used to 
work as painters at De Regenboog [a textile factory].  
 
Fons consequently told about the jobs he used to do to earn money to fund his hobby – 
motorbike scrambling – and how later on he needed money to go out drinking. He 
discussed some of the bars he used to go to and the places he went during the annual 
carnival. It was in those days that he started training to become a painter: 
 
I worked all week long. On Thursday evenings, we'd go out to drink a beer and 
then we only had to work on Friday and then the weekend already started. After 
that you could hold me upside down, but there would be no penny left. So I think I 
spent the price of a small house on drinking in that period. But they can't take that 
period away from me. Those were just superb times. And never – well, never is 
probably a bit exaggerated, but it was not like you hear these days, all those 
troubles. We used to fight occasionally, but only with fists. A black eye and 
afterwards you'd shake each other's hand and drink a beer together. Then 
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everything was forgiven and forgotten. These days that's no longer possible, 
apparently. Anyway, after I started to work I continued for a while to work during 
the week and go out at the weekend. We also used to gather at the far end of our 
neighbourhood with some 25 to 30 people and then we'd dive into the 
Wilhelminakanaal. None of us brought swimming trunks. We simply went into the 
water in our underpants and then, oops-a-daisy! A lot of girls as well. You know 
how it goes: fun and games.  
 
By becoming a painter Fons followed in the footsteps of his father. After some years of 
training he went into the building trade at the age of 16. Given that he was 45 at the time 
of the interview, he assessed that this meant that he had been working as a painter for 
almost 30 years.  
 
Since childhood I always said that I wanted to be a painter. My father worked here 
in Tilburg and if I came from school at lunchtime my father used to be at home in 
those days. He did many jobs for the housing association and he had a couple of 
garages where he stored his own material. You used to have two big painting 
companies in Tilburg and both got a lot of work from the council. We lived in a 
council house back then, so automatically my father was there, of course, in our 
neighbourhood. They used to have those old BBA buses and they functioned as 
workmen's huts.32 As a little man you were allowed to go in those buses, you know. 
If we came back from school and your father was there, you could enter the bus. 
Then it was all 'Fonske' this and 'Fonske' that. That was superb. As long as I can 
remember – from nursery school to secondary school – I always said that I wanted 
to be a painter. I don't really know why, but I've never regretted it. [Do you paint 
inside?] Inside and outside. It varies: facades, churches. Lately, I – although 'lately' 
is probably 15 years ago, I think – I painted that imitation of St Peter's Basilica.33 
We do everything: from hotel to apartment building, you name it. [Is the company 
from Tilburg?] No, it's a company from Den Dungen.34 It's where my father worked 
as well. At first he had a boss from Tilburg, and then he was lent out to the 
company I'm working for now. He worked there for 20 years and when I left school 
I also started there. My father still worked there at the time. So I worked some five 
years under my father and then he was declared unfit for work. I've always stayed 
there. In the meantime I worked for five years for somebody here in Tilburg, but 
eventually I went back to my old boss. I never see him, so he's a good boss.  
 
At that time I met my wife: Wies. In a bar, a disco, you know. It was at Cabaret, 
next to Lotus, a Chinese restaurant. On the Korte Heuvel, at the far end there's this 
casino. That's were I met her. In the beginning we just fooled around a bit, you 
know. But then one day I had to pick her up at home, because we were going out. I 
drove a car and she was 15 or 16 years old. I'd just got my driver's licence and I 
drove a big Ford, such an American model. When I saw here there, I thought: now 
I've found the one. She was wearing a little hat with a veil and I remember that I 
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 The BBA used to be the regional bus company in Tilburg and surroundings.  
33
 Reference is made here to a Roman Catholic basilica in the Dutch village of Oudenbosch. It was modelled 
after St Peter's Basilica in Rome and its construction started in 1865. The restoration of the Basilica, to which 
Fons refers here, was completed in 1987.  
34
 Den Dungen is a small village located south-east of Den Bosch, some 30 kilometres from Tilburg.  
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thought she was a bosomy one. So I had to pick her up and when I entered the 
living room I thought that it seemed fishy. It smelled of piss! But I didn't know 
what those people did: they cut bladders to make lampshades as a form of home 
employment. You know, those old lamp shades, with fringes. They were made 
from the bladder of a pig and they had to cut it, sow it and moisten it, and that 
made it stink the way it did. Well, that was something completely different, wasn't 
it? I'd never seen – or smelled – it before. The bladder of a pig, yeah, you could 
stretch it nicely. It stretched if you moistened it, and after it dried it would fit 
tightly around the lampshade. There were many people in Tilburg who made those 
back then. A hundred thousand of those were made a year; all home employment. 
That's how it was in those days. Many people who were declared unfit at the time, 
when the textile industry collapsed, started with home employment. Many of those 
who left textiles went into the building trade. That was when I'd just been born: at 
the time a lot of building was going on and everybody went into the building trade. 
People who wanted to put their shoulders to the wheel and were able to work.  
 
Fons concluded this story by saying that they got married and moved to an apartment in 
Mascagnistraat in Stokhasselt, a neighbourhood in Tilburg-Noord. In the meanwhile he 
also did his military service, which brought him to the military barracks in Tilburg. In 
those days Tilburg had three military barracks, but they are gone now and the sites have 
been turned either into parks or into residential areas. These reconstructions reminded 
Fons of some contemporary reconstruction in his own neighbourhood.  
 
They're restructuring a lot in Tilburg. Just behind here there were a lot of old 
factories, and they're also gone now. It will all be new housing development. It was 
all old factory buildings, but they accommodated various other things: in one there 
was a gym, in another there was a service station. But they were all very old 
buildings. One of them will be left standing – I think it's an old textile factory, but 
I'm not sure – and they'll make it into an apartment building. They've stripped it 
completely. And here in the neighbourhood a lot of houses will disappear as well, 
the old part. We recently received a letter about that. Within five years from now 
some 250 houses will be demolished and replaced; all working-class houses. 
They've all been renovated about four times now and at a certain point they 
become worn out. Those antisocial people will also be spread out then. I think 
that's also a way to eliminate that; that they spread out to other areas. Because the 
new houses that will be built will be too expensive for those people. I think it also 
is the idea to make that neighbourhood a little more peaceful.  
 
They are typical of Tilburg, Fons continued to argue, these notorious working-class 
neighbourhoods, like the Jordaan, Broekhoven and the Kruidenlaan in the Wandelbos – 
the area where he grew up. Although, in his mind, the Kruidenlaan was not notorious. 
Fons associated his old neighbourhood primarily with the boyish pranks he used to pull. 
After he recollected some anecdotes, I asked him how it was to move to an apartment 
when he married. It turned out not to be a big success. 
 
I already wanted to buy a house when we got married, but at the time the interest 
rate was 12-13 per cent. So we couldn't afford it, although the houses were a lot 
cheaper back then. But I didn't dare to do it then. Then I heard that a nephew of 
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mine was selling his house. He lived here and another nephew of mine – well, he's 
more a mate of mine, also a painter and he used to go to school with me and we 
sort of grew up together – he lived just behind us and he told me that this other 
nephew was selling his house. So I called him on a Sunday and I came over here to 
take a look. Eventually I bought the house and now I've lived here for 21 or 22 
years. Again something of a working-class neighbourhood with normal people and 
always someone dropping in. It's one of only a few neighbourhoods where it isn't a 
shambles. Here, there are never any problems. However, there happens to be a 
new couple who moved here half a year ago and the police have been in the street 
already five times and I never saw that before in the 20 years that I've lived here. 
But I still like it here and they will redevelop the whole neighbourhood as well; the 
old houses further down here. This part is all private property and the rest are 
rented houses, so it'll only improve for us here. Here around the corner the old 
houses will also be demolished. I think that in all some 500 to 600 houses will 
disappear.  
 
In the remainder of the interview Fons discussed his thoughts about moving. He would 
never leave Tilburg to move somewhere else in the Netherlands, he said. However, he 
once considered moving to Belgium.  
 
Figure 18: Oud-Noord 
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I went to Belgium a couple of times to take a look, to look at places to move to, 
since it's still a bit more bourgondisch there.35 When you go out to eat in Belgium, 
it's much cosier than here. That's the only thing I find unpleasant here. It's 
becoming different from what it used to be. I've got the feeling that if you go out 
on the street on a Sunday in Belgium, then it's the same as it used to be here 25 
years ago. Like it was here back then. I just miss the comfortableness if you go to a 
bar or if you go out to eat somewhere. It's all much cosier over there. If you go to a 
restaurant there and you sit on a bench, the waitress will say: move over so I can 
write your order down. Those sort of things. It used to be like that here too. Those 
are the things you miss, of course. Naturally a lot of people from outside came to 
live here. Since you no longer have real barkeepers, real Tilburgers. There are a lot 
of people from outside, you know.  
 
However, the idea of moving to Belgium has not yet been realized. Leaving Tilburg turned 
out to be a complex issue:  
 
I've discussed this with Wies. The house prices are a lot lower in Belgium than 
here. But I have a mate who lives there. He moved to Belgium two years ago. He 
has one of those Finnish wooden houses in the forest. He has a holiday the whole 
year through. So beautiful, but to leave everything behind here… And you're far 
away from everything over there. I added a new bathroom here, some six years 
ago. I think it measures 4 by 3 metres and it has a sauna, a steam cabin and a 
bubble bath. Recently I also made a shed and I just stay here. When we get too old, 
I'll make a hole in the bathroom wall and turn the shed into a bedroom. Then we'll 
have everything downstairs. That is superb. Then we'll stay here. The only 
disadvantage is that I have a small inner court, since I've added a conservatory. 
Wait, I will show you…  
 
After a tour through the house Fons, mentioned that his daughter was about to leave the 
house, which would create even more space since his son had already left home. At the 
end of the interview Fons declared that he would not leave; he would stay.  
 
7.2 The tale of Chérie Cohen 
 
I interviewed Chérie Cohen in October 2006 at her house in Berkel-Enschot.36 Chérie 
talked elaborately about her life, and since most parts of the interview are included here, it 
is a relatively large text. Chérie started her life story with the moment that she moved to 
the Netherlands. 
 
I was born in Indonesia and my parents came to the Netherlands in 1949. My 
father was a military in the KNIL [the Royal Dutch East-Indian Army] and they 
used to have a half a year leave once in so many years. During one of those leaves 
we came to the Netherlands. My mother was pregnant with my youngest brother 
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 The term Bourgondisch literally refers to the French region of Burgundy, but it is often used to denote an 
exuberant lifestyle and the accompanying extensive gastronomic culture.  
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 Berkel-Enschot is located north-east of Tilburg and was an independent municipality until it became part of 
the municipality of Tilburg in 1997. 
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and I was two years old at the time. They came with the intention to stay in the 
Netherlands, also bearing in mind that things were going wrong in Indonesia. 
After we arrived in 1949 we first stayed in several guest houses; in Haarlem, in The 
Hague, and we eventually ended up in Hengelo in the province of Overijssel. Why? 
Because my father had a sister who was already living there and as usual at such 
moments the family tended towards each other. I grew up in Hengelo since my 
father became a schoolteacher there. That was fairly unusual at the time. 
Indonesian people, and coloured people in general, were hardly common in that 
part of the country and it was even more unusual if they were schoolteachers. In 
those times the schoolteacher, the doctor and the priest were important people in 
a local society. So we lived there – I never had any problems with discrimination or 
the like – and when I was 13 years old I went to a boarding school in Roermond. 
This was common in our family: to give your children a good education you would 
sent them to a boarding school. In my case I went to the Order of Ursulines since 
they were highly regarded for their education. I was there for two or three years, 
and in that period my father died. He died very young – when he was 46, or 48, 
years old – and due to his death I returned to Hengelo. My mother stayed behind 
with three young children, or actually two children; my sister is seven years older 
than me and she had already left the house at that time.  
 
The following years I went to the HBS and I got a boyfriend.37 When I was 16 years 
old, I became pregnant. It was 1963 so you can imagine that this was mostly 
regarded as a disgrace. So I obviously had to leave the HBS, because staying there 
was simply out of the question. Well, I married in December 1963, my son was 
born on 11 March 1964 and I turned 17 on 6 March 1964. So I was barely 17 when I 
had my first child. My husband came from Suriname, was Chinese by birth and 
was studying at the School of Economics in Tilburg. Hence I came to Tilburg, 
being 17 years old and having a baby. We rented two small rooms in the house of a 
divorced woman with two children. That is how things went in those days. We 
used to live in an environment with a lot of students from Suriname. In those days, 
around 1964-1965, most people from Suriname came here to study. So the people 
we met were predominantly students. A few weeks ago I even met an artist who 
had studied here at the art academy back then. Now he is a celebrated artist in 
Florida, but he had an exhibition here in Oisterwijk.38 There are many more people 
like him. His brother is now a neurologist. Anyway, the people who were here at 
that time mostly studied.  
 
My husband was not so good at studying, I have to say. So after his kandidaats, he 
dropped out.39 Well, that naturally was not easy either, since I had already got my 
second child by the time. I was 18 years old and we had never heard of the 
contraceptive pill or something of the same kind in those days. So he had to take 
care of a family. He did get money from Suriname to study, but it was not easy. He 
worked besides his study at a Chinese restaurant and at a certain moment he 
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 Oisterwijk is a small town and an independent municipality located north-east of Tilburg and east of Berkel-
Enschot.  
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started to work full time at that restaurant. In the meanwhile we moved to an 
apartment building on Edisonlaan, a street near Ringbaan Zuid. It was a very small 
apartment but we thought it was brilliant, of course. At Edisonlaan I got in touch 
with real people from Tilburg for the first time. Until then, as I already outlined, 
we used to live in a Surinamese student environment. So when we got our first 
house we came to live among the Tilburgers and I thought it was marvellous. Even 
in those days people were critical of Tilburg: they did not think much of it. But as 
an 18-year-old with two children they looked after me terrifically. They said that if 
I needed something I could always ask them and they also offered me a cup of 
coffee. Well, I came from Hengelo, Twente, and in all the years we lived there we 
visited the people in the street only on their birthday, and that was it. In Twente it 
was also common to stay at home if you were married and had children, so when I 
came to Edisonlaan I did the same. Therefore I missed out on the whole business 
of going to the disco and all that. I was married, I had two children, my husband 
went out working, and I stayed at home. But my neighbours were all quite young 
and they went out regularly and I found that so vulgar. I asked myself where I had 
ended up now. I did not think much of it. But my neighbours were very happy with 
the situation, because I always looked after their children when they went out. At 
the time I was very withdrawn and quiet, and I was constantly reading books. I 
read and I studied and they thought that I was a bit strange. Nobody had much 
money and if we occasionally had some, I bought books. They then asked me if it 
would not have been better to have bought a nice new sweater. So it all was a bit… 
And besides, I could not clean properly either. At least, not according to my 
neighbours. We had a stairwell that we had to clean in turns, and after I cleaned it 
they would say that it was even dirtier than before. So they sent me to the 
playground with all the children and then they would clean the stairwell. By then 
they cleaned my own apartment as well and when they did that I would take the 
children to the playground again. All in all, it was a very pleasant period, and at a 
certain moment I befriended somebody from an adjoining apartment building. She 
told me that going out was very nice and that I should join her one time. I thought 
it could do no harm, and I really enjoyed myself that evening. The neighbours were 
less enthusiastic, of course, since from then on we had to look after the children by 
turns. So the scheme was adjusted and I started to go out more. And I loved it. But 
most people who knew me at the time did not even know my name, since they all 
called me 'Mevrouw Hennie'. My ex-husband's name was Hennie, so everybody 
called me Mrs Hennie.  
 
After working at a Chinese restaurant for a while, her then husband started out on his 
own. Together with an associate, he started the Lotus Chinese restaurant on the Korte 
Heuvel in the city centre of Tilburg. The restaurant was a huge success from the 
beginning. The cooperation between the two associates, however, was less successful and 
after two years Chérie and her husband started their own Chinese restaurant – Mandarijn 
– on the Heuvel.  
 
Unfortunately that restaurant did not run as well as the previous one. There is 
nothing so dreadful as a restaurant that does not run well since you are left with all 
the food. Besides, our marriage also did not run that well. So that came to an end. 
While going out, I'd already met my current husband and since then – that must 
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have been 1975 or 1976 – we have been together. At the time my children were 11, 12 
years old and I needed to earn money. Although I was a wallflower, I was 
convinced that I wanted to leave my first husband. For me that meant that I no 
longer wanted to have anything to do with him, which also implied that I did not 
want to get any money from him. Well, that turned out to be a problem. It's now 
probably impossible to do that, but my lawyer had to plea that I did not want to 
receive alimony, either for me or for the children. Because my idea was that I 
would earn money myself and that I did not need him to help me. Well, that 
caused something of a problem, since I was not trained in anything at all. I did not 
finish the HBS and I had only worked in a Chinese restaurant. So I ended up 
getting unemployment benefits and going to the social services department. I 
wanted to study so that I could get a job. In the meanwhile we had moved to 
Sweelincklaan in Tilburg-Noord, and that was an enormous improvement: there I 
had three large bedrooms and a large living room. So my children went to school 
in Noord and I started looking for a study programme. I did not want to stay in the 
catering industry. My first marriage failed as a result of various things, and one of 
those things was that in the catering industry you always have to work when other 
people are free: so every weekend, every holiday, every evening. You had no social 
life. The only social thing we occasionally did was go out after work.  
 
So I no longer wanted to work in the catering industry. I wanted to study. Well, in 
those days social studies were of course very popular, and those also appealed to 
Figure 19: Korte Heuvel 
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me. Eventually I decided to study pedagogics. However, I was not allowed to do a 
university study since I would not be available for the labour market in that case. 
So I had to do a part-time study, or at least a study that would not be full time. I 
had to do a colloquium doctum [special entrance exam] since I had not finished my 
HBS. In those days – I do not know how it is arranged nowadays – you got a so-
called second chance if you were older than 25: you could do a colloquium doctum 
to start a university or college training. So I did that and it all went well. I got my 
degree in Educational Theory, since social pedagogics was in fact too easy. I 
regularly say that to my children: you have to study something that you don't 
already master, so you can learn something. So I studied educational theory, 
because I didn't master that. The reason for this choice was of course also related 
to the fact that my father was a schoolteacher. My sister, my brother and many 
other family members were in education as well. As children, we of course said 
that we would never go into education, but I nonetheless decided to do 
educational theory. I completed the study without problems, but when I started to 
apply for a job it soon turned out that I had done a study that… People used to say: 
you have studied military science but you were never a soldier. Educational 
theorists often end up as policy advisers, and I had absolutely no experience in 
education. So that was very difficult. I was regularly invited for an interview, but I 
was not appointed for the mentioned reasons.  
 
During my study I got involved, like many others in those days, with the women's 
liberation movement and the feminist scene in the Netherlands. I demonstrated 
against nuclear bombs and for women's rights. I was also very active in the 
women's cafe in Tilburg at the time. (…) So I was very much involved in the 
emancipation of women, but I could not get a job. Although I was studying I 
thought that I should get a job since I had been living on social security for four 
years. My study was paid for, my books were paid for. Besides that I was very active 
in the women's cafe and at a certain point that cafe had to move. We were forced 
to leave every location. So we had no permanent location, which made me think, 
with my background in the catering industry: why don't I start a women's cafe in 
the city centre?  
 
At that moment, Chérie recalled, her husband came home and told her about a cafe on 
Piusplein that was for sale. She immediately assessed the potential of the property, but it 
was not easy to get a mortgage from the bank. However, she eventually managed to get 
one and buy the cafe. 
 
A big problem was that the cafe had been closed for three months and it also had a 
bullet-scarred counter. That cafe used to host the most vulgar people, in those 
days mainly people who lived in a caravan camp. They sort of terrorized the local 
cafes. Piusplein was a fairly out-of-the-way location in the city centre back then, so 
they settled down there and they would battle out their feuds there as well. So that 
cafe was closed and it had a bad reputation, but I nonetheless started a new cafe 
there. At the time I was to some extent the laughing stock of the city. The way of 
thinking was that I was a small Indonesian woman and they would harass me until 
I left. Well, when I came there I did not know these people and I think that that 
was my bit of good luck. In the beginning those people came round to check it all 
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out. But since I had studied educational theory I thought that I would be able to 
have them under my thumb. So we got a piano player who played classical music 
and we also played classical music the rest of the time. Their favourite 'joke' was to 
drop a glass of beer on the floor, but I would immediately give them a dustpan and 
a brush and tell them to clean it up. So it was not easy to have fun at my expense. I 
was also constantly cleaning the tables and emptying the ashtrays. All in all it took 
one and a half year to get rid of those people.  
 
One reason why I bought that particular cafe was that it was open from ten o'clock 
in the morning until eight o'clock in the evening and it was closed at weekends. 
Such a scheme was convenient to combine with my children and with the plan to 
turn it into a women's cafe. So I nailed up posters that said 'Flush all men down the 
toilet' and things like that. Every morning I picked up such posters at the Free 
Bookshop, because they were pulled down all the time. So in the morning I took 
my bike and to start the day I went to the Free Bookshop to get some posters. 
Besides that I had music about women's liberation, so it was not that pleasant for 
men to be there. Although the cafe was open from ten o'clock in the morning until 
eight o'clock in the evening, business was going well – even though I spent one and 
a half year trying to get my customers out of the cafe. In those times I found it 
dreadful when normal people came round, because of those really terrible other 
people. [I can imagine that no women came to your cafe in those days either.] No, 
so my idea of a women's cafe was not working out yet. But anyway, it was running 
fairly well. Naturally I hired women to work for me and as a consequence of that 
more men came to the cafe. I did not figure that out in the beginning. A lot of 
those women were lesbian, so fairly early it got the reputation of being a lesbian 
cafe. Despite that the cafe had a certain allure: men like the fact that they could go 
into such a cafe in the centre of the city. So it became a very thriving business.  
 
When people started to ask Chérie to keep the cafe open in the evenings, she did so and, 
later, also at weekends. Her partner (Chérie never remarried) used to help out by doing 
repairs and maintenance at the cafe. He had to this in secret, since it was a women's cafe, 
but one day he quit his job as a MacDonald's manager and started to work for her. But 
that did not go very well since they were constantly quarrelling, Chérie remembered. The 
contrast between MacDonald's – where everything was done by the book – and a cafe full 
of knitting women, was too big. So he got a job as a stallholder and after a few years he 
started his own cafe, which eventually became the women's cafe. 
  
It was a typical students' cafe and it had a small room at the back. That room was 
turned into the women's cafe, and I still remember the fire brigade coming round 
on the opening night to see whether we complied with the fire regulations. We 
blocked the entrance and demanded that they send a fire woman! However, the 
women's cafe in the back room never ran well. On some evenings we'd take no 
more than three guilders. So I decided to shut the women's cafe down and that 
room became something of a jazz stage. So at the time, we had two cafes and, I 
have to say, both were very successful.  
 
The first cafe was a rented property. In 1998 – after 18 years of renting the place – Chérie 
had to leave it, but not until she had gone through a fierce legal battle. At the time, 
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another property was for sale on the other corner of Piusplein. The property was owned by 
the municipality and had been ruined by a fire, but they decided to buy it and turn it into 
a new cafe.  
 
We pulled that building down completely and my oldest son – who had graduated 
from the Academy for Industrial Design some time before – made the design for 
the whole building together with my partner. I wanted a contemporary cafe and 
they developed the whole concept. That cafe became a grand café. We went to 
various locations in Paris and in London to look how we could do it. At that time 
there was only one grand café, on the Spui in Amsterdam. So we had one of the 
first grand cafés of the Netherlands and it was a huge success from the moment we 
opened it. It had two floors and we deliberately put up a somewhat higher 
standard in the first years: classical music and a more luxurious interior. (…) We 
also had 300 seats in our outdoor cafe, and you did not have that either in those 
days, in 1998. At the moment, Piusplein is one big outdoor cafe but at the time you 
did not have that. (…) The grand café was called Cher, after me. My son, the 
designer, thought it would make a nice logo. We had abandoned the idea of a 
women's cafe, but I always believed that a cafe needs some added value. A cafe on 
its own is nothing. The grand café combined many things I wanted to incorporate 
and we always had a clear philosophy on that: it has to have a certain allure but it 
also needs to be accessible.  
 
Figure 20: Heikese Kerk at the Oude Markt 
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Chérie mentioned the exhibitions they gave as an example of this: they offered exhibition 
space to self-taught artists and students at the art academy, who could not get a place at a 
gallery. Marie-Thérèse Blomme (whose life story is discussed in one of the following 
sections) used to organize these exhibitions as an intermediary between Chérie and the art 
academy. Chérie then talked about her other activities: her membership of a range of 
committees and consultative bodies in the city centre of Tilburg, and her membership of 
the village council of Berkel-Enschot. Next, she talked about the organization of the 
various cafes they owned.  
 
In the summer, with all the outdoor seats and all, we employed 150 people at a 
certain moment. They naturally did not work all at the same time, but they were 
on the payroll. At the time I spent more time in the office than anywhere else. 
Although I don't loathe being in the office, I'm more somebody who likes to walk 
around and ask if people are enjoying themselves. And besides that there was the 
ubiquity of the law and all the accompanying rules, which were sometimes 
appropriate and sometimes inappropriate. In comparison to when we started in 
1980 it became increasingly difficult to cope with all the people, all the rules and all 
the accompanying problems. At that moment somebody came along with a sack of 
money and said he wanted to take over our business. That was some eight years 
ago now, and we agreed to sell. Not all in one time, but we sold the cafes 
successively. In the meanwhile we had acquired various properties in the city 
centre and it was no problem to get by on the rental income. Selling the business 
never brings in much, but the rental incomes of those properties were profitable 
enough for us. So we started to gradually cut back and eventually we stopped.  
 
For Chérie this also meant that she needed to end all her memberships that were linked 
with her professional life. In the meantime they decided to buy a house in the south of 
Spain. Initially intended as a second house, they soon decided to emigrate to Spain. This 
made their villa in Berkel-Enschot officially their second house.  
 
Since we stopped relatively early with working and since many of my sidelines 
were linked with my professional life in the city centre of Tilburg, everything 
ended at once. I have to say that I really had it rough in that period. I still wanted 
something to do. So when we went to Spain we also developed some real estate; we 
built and sold some apartment buildings and villas. It was not much work, but it 
kept you fairly busy. (…) Well, we wanted to go to Spain for the climate and so we 
ended up in southern Spain. Quite a few people from Tilburg have a second house 
in southern Spain, especially in Benalmádena, a small town between Marbella and 
Malaga. Initially we were not keen on moving there, since I had always worked in 
the city centre and I'd seen the less pleasant side of people in the cafes. We never 
used to go to our customers' parties or visit them privately. We always made it very 
clear that we did not do that. But well, there were some people from Tilburg living 
there and they invited us over. I was very reluctant, but we loved it so much that 
we ended up buying a house there. Looking back on it I must say that it is not 
unenjoyable. You can compare it with the neighbours here: you hardly see them. I 
only see them on occasion or when we make an appointment. So if you don't make 
an appointment, you don't see each other. It's very much up to yourself. Besides, 
most people live there because they want to have some time off. But still, we live 
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there all the same and we sometimes say: we live in Berkel-Enschot and in Tilburg-
Zuid [South Tilburg], because of all the Tilburgers who live there. It's quite funny, 
that relationship with Tilburg: most of the Tilburgers who live in Spain also play 
golf, like us. So together with two other women, two years ago I set up the 
Kruikezeikers Golf Tournament. The nickname for an inhabitant of Tilburg is 
Kruikezeiker, as you probably know.40 Last year we had some 50 participants and 
this year we have 60. (…) The tournament is only for Tilburgers who live there or 
who visit somebody who lives there. The participants need to be related to Tilburg. 
They might live, for instance, in Hilvarenbeek, but they need to be real Tilburgers. 
Well, everybody is very enthusiastic about it and it is so successful that we have 
plans to organize a two-day tournament next year: 'The Kruikezeikers Golf 
Tournament on the Costa del Sol'.  
 
Chérie concluded this part of the interview by stating that this was the end of her positive 
story. I then asked her to fill in some gaps in her story, especially with regard to the 
various houses she had lived in. Chérie picked up the story at the moment when she 
moved out of the apartment building on Edisonlaan.  
 
I moved from Edisonlaan to Sweelincklaan, and that was a larger apartment, as I 
told you before. In that period I divorced and my current partner moved in with 
me. He obviously was not all too enthusiastic about living in a house where I used 
to live with my ex-husband. It was a rented flat and at the time we got a letter from 
the housing association saying that sitting tenants qualified to buy a Category A 
subsidized house [an owner-occupied house built with a government subsidy]. I 
was still studying at the time and I received unemployment benefits, but things 
were not so bad for us since my partner lived at my place. But we didn't mention 
that and he wasn't around all the time. He only wanted to move in if we moved 
somewhere else. So, we could buy a Category A subsidized house in Snelliusstraat, 
which is located between Oerlestraat and Korvelseweg. It was a new development 
at the site of the former Van Dooren & Dams textile factory. Since I was still 
studying and receiving unemployment benefits, I could only just about manage to 
buy the house. My case even led to questions in the city council: city councillors 
wanted to know how it was possible to buy a house if you were receiving 
unemployment benefits. But it was a Category A subsidized house and more than 
half of the price was subsidized. I can no longer remember the prices exactly, but I 
think I paid 500 guilders for the apartment and 300 guilders for the house every 
month. So on a monthly basis I was better off. And because I could buy a house, I 
could also buy the cafe. As I mentioned: it was quite problematic to buy the cafe, 
but since I now owned a house the bank gave me a loan of, if I remember it 
correctly, 15,000 guilders. So that house was the beginning of everything I now 
have, and that's why I still have it. We lived there for approximately eight years, 
but we did not sell it afterwards. The house has of course also a more negative 
meaning. As I mentioned, I had two children when I was 18 years old and my 
youngest daughter died in that house when she was 18 years old. She had a 
pulmonary embolism. So the emotional bond with that house… Afterwards I had 
one more child with my current partner, our youngest son. There's 20 years 
                                                 
40
 An elaborate discussion of this nickname can be found in section 5.4.1. 
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between my oldest and my youngest child. The youngest was born there, so that 
house is special in many ways. In 1984 we moved, initially to Poppel [a village just 
across the border with Belgium]. We had a very nice house there. I worked a lot at 
the time and I had a demanding job. There was nothing to do in Poppel and I liked 
that contrast. But it was a rented house and after two years the landlord wanted to 
sell it. At the time we were not sure what to do, especially since our youngest son 
was two years old. We were not sure if it was a nice place to grow up in and 
decided to go back to the Netherlands. We wanted to move to a neighbourhood 
with many children, since he would probably remain the only child in the 
household. I had him, the youngest, when I was 37. I always say that I started early 
and ended late. Anyway, that is how we ended up in our first house in Berkel-
Enschot; on Kamperfoelielaan because we wanted a house close to a school and in 
a neighbourhood with many children. Berkel-Enschot has a tennis court, a hockey 
club and a swimming pool, and our son spent a wonderful youth here. He's now 
22.  
 
As I told you, our business was growing and the organization increased as well. At 
a certain moment we needed someone to help out in the office. I can do that as 
well, but it was not my favourite occupation. I'm not a secretary. If I'd wanted to be 
one, I would've gone to Schoevers.41 So we needed someone to do some secretarial 
work, and the house in the Kamperfoelielaan was a bit too small for that. So we 
looked a long time for a house with office space. This house had already been on 
the market for a year and it was in a bad state. But renovating houses is something 
of a hobby for my partner, so we bought it. We made a large office at the front with 
an extra entrance at the side for the personnel. We've now been living here for 14 
years, but it has become too big for the two of us, especially since we're in Spain 
for large parts of the year. We will probably sell this in the near future and buy 
something smaller in the Netherlands. My mother used to live in Berkel-Enschot, 
my sister lives in Berkel-Enschot and my oldest son lives in Berkel-Enschot with 
his family. So all the same I have strong ties with Tilburg and Berkel-Enschot.  
 
Chérie concluded the interview by talking about some of her other activities. She talked 
more elaborately about her involvement with the women's network in Tilburg, which she 
described as a continuation of her years in the women's emancipation movement. She 
ended by saying that her engagement with the emancipation of women could be seen as a 
clear thread in her life.  
 
7.3 The tale of Noud Hersmus 
 
I interviewed Noud Hersmus in mid November 2005 at the house of Gerrit Dingemans, 
whose life story is partially retold later in this chapter. Noud, who was born in 1939, 
worked for almost 20 years as a coalman in the older parts of Tilburg, and then worked for 
the council. Noud started by discussing the history of his surname. 
 
There's a story in that name, if you want to hear stories. I'll start with that, shall I? 
We were originally called 'Hersmis', with an i. But then my grandfather's father 
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made a mistake. When a baby was born it had to be recorded in the birth register, 
and he went to the city hall after he'd had a drink. And then they made Hersmis 
into Hersmus. So they filled that in wrongly. We actually stem from a Hersmis. 
That's why our name can only be found in Tilburg and its surroundings. It doesn't 
exist anywhere else. That's my family and the two brothers of my father. That's 
how it became Hersmus. But a Hersmis can be found in several places in Tilburg. 
They are also family, often, but only distant relatives. So that's how that came into 
being.  
 
Well, I was born just around the corner here, on Hoefstraat. That's my place of 
birth and I still live here, some 100 metres further down. My father used to work in 
the textile industry, as was customary in those days. Here nearby in Goirkestraat, 
at – what's that factory called again? – Bult Franken. My father used to work there 
and after that, I think in 1934 when he was 28 or 30, he started with coal. With a 
cart and a dog in front of it, and he delivered little sacks of coal or peat here in the 
neighbourhood. That's how my father started as a coalman, and he built his 
business from that.  
 
In the beginning, his father used to deliver coal in the evenings, after working at the 
textile factory during the day. Gradually his business grew bigger, and soon after World 
War II he started his own business.  
 
From then on I got more involved. I was 13 at the time and it went on until 1971, 
when we had to close down because of the natural gas. Our father started with a 
dog cart, and then he bought a wagon and a small horse to pull it, a Shetland pony. 
Afterwards he got a big horse with a larger wagon, and so we gradually grew 
bigger. In 1947 or 1948, one of my father's brothers joined us, my Uncle Bart. He 
happened to live in Hoefstraat as well. Eventually, they got into… well I wouldn't 
call it a fight, but they had a bit of an argument. So they split up: my father carried 
on independently as De Winterzorg [Wintercare] coal shop, and Uncle Bart as 
Gebroeders Hersmus [Hersmus Brothers] coal shop. So they both had their own 
coal shop, and they also both stopped in 1971. Everybody stopped at that time. We 
used to have 43 coal shops here in Tilburg and two or three of those survived and 
currently there is only one left. He still sells coal, oil, firewood. It's the only coal 
shop from the period just before and after World War II that still exists. Well, I 
started to work for the council in 1971 and stayed there until I was declared unfit. 
I've got bad cervical vertebrae, from the coal probably. When I was 50, I was 
declared unfit. That's my story. (…)  
 
[Did you have any brothers or sisters?] I was the only son and I had one sister. My 
sister, although she's six years younger than me, always came along on the coal 
route with me. My father had a little route, not far from here, and I did the whole 
old city, including the old city centre, together with my sister. I carried the coal 
and, of course, also entered the houses, while my sister went round to ask and 
charge people and she told me what they wanted. I picked up the coal sack and 
tipped it into the coal hole. On Saturdays and Sundays, though, I had to collect 
money from people, still some 30 or 40 a week. You used to have many factory 
workers; 70 per cent used to work in a textile factory. There were a lot of those in 
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Tilburg, it really was the wool city of the Netherlands. They'd get their money on a 
Thursday or Friday, and if you came round then they wouldn't have the 15 or 20 
guilders to pay for a sack of coal. If I'd drop by in the evening they'd ask if they 
could get some coal and could I come back tomorrow for the money. That was very 
common in some neighbourhoods. Then you had to go back on Monday or 
Tuesday and then they'd have some money. Occasionally you could whistle for it. I 
could buy a house if I could get the money that people still owed me. (…) There 
were people who paid with their child benefits. Things gradually got better, but 
you never put pressure on people you'd known for years, because otherwise you'd 
lose a customer and they'd go to somebody else.  
 
As Noud mentioned at the beginning of the interview, he had been born just around the 
corner. It was a good neighbourhood, he subsequently argued: not stately but still a good 
neighbourhood with no rich people and no poor people. Their neighbourhood differed 
from many other neighbourhoods in Tilburg – like the Jordaan, Curaçao, Korvels Hoekske, 
De Poel and Ruisvoorn – which were populated predominantly by poorer people.  
 
When I used to go to neighbourhoods like the Vogeltjesbuurt and the Jordaan – in 
the days when I had my coal route – then I'd see that the people there, who also 
worked, used to have larger families than we had on average. And there was 
some… well, I wouldn't say poverty, but these people didn't have much money to 
spend. They could just get by every week, and they had to work hard to survive. If 
you went there on a Thursday or Friday, you'd have to go back on Saturday or 
Sunday. There were only some people in those neighbourhoods who could give 
money every week; half of them could and half of them couldn't. I used to have a 
route there and you'd go to the same people every week and they knew that; just 
like the milkman or the baker. They used to say: 'Give ma a sack, coalman, but 
you'll have to come back for your money.' And when you went back on Saturday, 
they'd say 'Oh, we totally forgot Nölleke'. They used to call me Nölleke. My father 
was called Nol and they used to call me Nölleke. 'Little Nölleke', they'd say. My 
father was named Arnoldus, I was named Arnoldus, and my son was named 
Arnoldus as well. My father was called Nol and I was called Nölleke – in those 
days. Now they call me 'Lange Nol' ['Tall Nol']. But anyway, when you went to see 
those people on Saturday, they'd say: 'Our mum went to the city, coalman, and she 
didn't leave any money'. Then you had to go back in the afternoon, and sometimes 
again on the Sunday. And in those days you had to do all that on bike.  
 
[Did you go to school in this neighbourhood?] Yeah, I did three years… I never was 
a hero at primary school; I only managed six classes, with difficulty. I had to resit 
two of the years. After that I had to get my tradesman's diploma to take over the 
coal shop.42 I did that for three years, but I couldn't finish it. I managed to get a 
dispensation cos I'd already been working in the coal business for so long. I 
mucked about a bit back then. It was after work; in the evening at five or six 
o'clock I'd quickly take a bath and then at seven o'clock you had to be at school 
again, the night school in Sint Antoniusstraat. And I also… On the corner of 
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Bossche Weg and Veemarktstraat, there was a bar and they also had a night 
school. You could get your tradesman's diploma there in the evening. I did that as 
well for a couple of years. When I went there in the winter and I'd been outside all 
day in the cold carrying those coal sacks, then I had to resist falling asleep in the 
warmth of the classroom. That was not easy at all. I didn't finish that either, but I 
did receive the diploma.  
 
As this story about his tradesman's diploma shows, Noud did not have much time left 
outside work. His only pastime activity was playing football for a local team, he recalled. 
 
I never had much time for sports, and in the winter we had no time at all. We'd get 
up at eight and dad made us load the wagon at a quarter to nine, and then we'd go 
on until seven or half-seven in the evening. After that we'd have dinner and then 
get everything ready for the next morning. We always finished at about half past 
eight in the evening, Monday to Friday. Every day in winter time. In the summer 
we sometimes had a day off. On average, I worked 80 or 90 hours a week. In the 
summer, we'd fill the whole coal shed of people who were better off. So that was 20 
sacks here, 25 sacks there, sometimes 30. The whole shed filled and they'd have 
supply for a whole year. That cost 300 or 400 guilders. However, most people – 80, 
85 per cent of them – paid once a week. Although there were some who paid with 
their child benefits. (…) 
 
Figure 21: Old weaver cottages and the former Hasseltse Kerk 
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The heat coal gives off was a nicer sort of heat, much better than that central 
heating. It was heat that would remain in the room, since it was much heavier. 
When you opened and closed the door, the heat wouldn't go away with coal 
warmth. Nowadays, if you have central heating and you open and close the door, 
the heat just goes. That type of heat goes upwards, while coal heat moves over the 
floor because of its weight. It only moved up very slowly, and that's much healthier 
than the central heating. That is dry air and if you don't add a bowl of water when 
it's colder. you get a dry throat. So you always need to hang a bowl of water on 
your radiators. Always.  
 
Noud then recollected some events and incidents of his life as a coalman, from 1952 until 
1971. Although his occupation has always been surrounded by gossip about women who 
paid in kind, nothing ever happened in his case, Noud argued. Over the years, he had had 
some awkward situations when he paid people a visit, but he assured me that nothing 
unbecoming had ever happened. He told several anecdotes to confirm this:  
 
Sometimes I went into a house when the lady had forgotten to lock up. Then she'd 
be standing in the tub in the kitchen. They didn't have showers in those days, you 
know. So she was standing there and here was the table… [Noud got up from his 
chair and sketched the situation] … and there'd be an old mirror hanging here; you 
know, one with a cord attached at the top. But I was standing in the doorway, 
wanting to know how much coal she needed. So she said that she needed one sack 
of coal and that her purse was on the table. She was holding the towel in front of 
her backside, and in the mirror… Well, she didn't have her front covered. So you 
could see everything in that mirror, but she was unaware of it. So I got the money 
from the purse and delivered the coal. Those things occasionally happened. But my 
father taught me… When I was a boy, 17 or 18, we went to Condorstraat one 
evening and a young woman came up and said: 'Coalman, can I earn a sack of coal 
from you?' I said that I didn't think so, but she said that she had a six-month-old 
baby and it was lying there in the cold. I went to my father and explained the 
situation, and he told me to go over there and check the heater. If it turned out to 
be cold, I should fill it with half a sack of coal, he said. So I went back to the house 
and there was this baby and the heater was stone-cold. I asked her what she 
burned her heater with and then gave her half a sack of coal, saying that 
everything was alright like that. That type of thing happened at most once a year. 
At most. 
  
After some more anecdotes, Noud recounted how he had met his wife. 
 
I married in 1964, and I'd met my wife in February 1960. It was when I came back 
from a football match with two mates. (…) We'd gone there by bus, the three of us, 
and came back at half past seven in the evening. We stopped off in the city centre 
and went into town since it was the annual carnival. It was the second day of 
carnival – I think that it was the second day of February, though it could have been 
the 15th or 16th. We went to a dance hall straight after the football match, and that 
evening I danced a couple of times. That's how I met my wife. We were engaged 
for four and a half years engaged and got married in 1964. [Children?] One son, but 
136 
he died four years ago last January… So I have nothing left besides my wife. And I 
am happy with her. We've been married for 41 years now.  
 
[You told me that Tilburg is no longer the same as it used to be.] Not by far it isn't. 
The cosiness. You knew the whole neighbourhood. That's the way it used to be, in 
certain areas. You could leave five, six, seven bikes outside, day and night. You 
didn't need to lock them. They'd still be there in the morning. Everybody knew 
each other. The doors were open. Kitchen doors had no locks. In those days, 
nothing was stolen. 'Nothing' is of course nonsense, but among each other and in 
the neighbourhood nothing was stolen. And now people no longer dare to do 
anything. People don't even know their neighbours. That's changed very much in 
Tilburg. I suppose it's the same in other cities. But that's not the point; it's changed 
a lot. You used to know the whole street; this street and the other side of 
Hoefstraat as well. You knew it from door to door. And now we say: who's still 
living there? It is only rarely that they try to make contact with you on the street. 
It's not that people have become worse, but the cosiness is gone. The geniality. You 
used to say to your neighbours: 'Piet, I am going out for some shopping. If 
someone drops by, tell them that I will be right back.' But nowadays you wouldn't 
tell your neighbours that you're gone. 
 
[You've always lived in Tilburg?] Yeah, I was born around the corner and now I live 
here on Ringbaan, across the street from Leenbakker [a home furnishing store]. In 
1939 I started here and in 1960 I went over to Ringbaan. That's where we used to 
have a coal shop at the time. The warehouses are still there, but they'll be 
demolished next year and replaced by apartment buildings. (…) My father lived 
with my mother in the house on Ringbaan, and when we got married we moved in 
upstairs. After my mother died in 1960, my father lived with us for six or seven 
years before he died. Then we moved from upstairs to downstairs. So it's my 
father's house where we are living. It still is, but as long as my wife can still 
manage, we'll stay there. And if we move, we'll stay in this neighbourhood. But I 
only want a ground-floor apartment, not a house. If I move, I want an apartment 
or a little house with a ground floor only. Only if it is no longer doable for my wife. 
Now we have quite a large house to keep clean. But she still manages, and as long 
as she can we'll stay there. If it is up to me, they'll have to carry me out of there. 
You have to look at your other half as well, of course, but as long as she's healthy 
she doesn't want to leave either.  
 
In the last part of the interview, Noud elaborately discussed pigeon racing, his main 
hobby. He kept pigeons for almost 60 years and he also collected pigeon clocks. He had 
130 different clocks, and some of them were as much as 150 years old. His hobby had led to 
several articles in regional newspapers and an appearance on Belgian television. He also 
appeared on a regional television show for a totally different reason: apparently one of his 
ancestors was an illegitimate child of the Dutch king Willem II. Noud laughed it all off as 
sensationalism and returned to his favourite topic: pigeons and pigeon clocks.  
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7.4 The tale of Marie-Thérèse Blomme 
 
I interviewed Marie-Thérèse Blomme in October 2006 at Boerke Mutsaers, a restaurant 
near Tilburg-West train station. The text below focuses on those parts of the interview in 
which Marie-Thérèse told about her own life. In other parts of the interview, she talked 
about, for instance, choices the municipality of Tilburg should make with regard to such 
matters as culture and architecture. In those instances, her public role as local councillor 
seemed to overshadow her personal life story, which is the focal point of the following 
rendition:  
 
Well, I assume it'd be useful if I start by introducing myself: my name is Marie-
Thérèse Blomme. I'm 52 years old and I was born in 1954 in Hulst in Zeeuws-
Vlaanderen.43 I was two when I moved to Tilburg with my parents and my two 
older sisters. I've lived in Tilburg ever since: I studied, worked, married, had 
children, divorced and remarried here. At the moment I have my own agency as a 
service provider for the cultural sector, MTB [More Than Business] Artservice. I'm 
also city councillor for the CDA [Christian Democrats] in Tilburg. I've got three 
children, who are 28, 31 and 32 years old. All three have left home by now. My 
oldest son is married and lives in the middle of the country. I've got one daughter. 
She's married and has a daughter. She'll be having a second baby at any moment 
now, so I'll not switch off my telephone. And I have another son who is 28 and 
lives with his partner. He's currently finishing his law studies at the university here 
in Tilburg. Before that, he did the sport academy at Fontys Hogeschool here in 
Tilburg. I got married when I was 19, got divorced when I was 25, and then raised 
my children on my own for twenty years. I remarried seven years ago.  
 
After this short overview, Marie-Thérèse returned to the beginning of the story, to the 
moment her family moved to Tilburg. They moved there because her father could get a job 
in the textile industry. He was in education and gave courses for the textile industry. 
 
I lived in a new housing development with my parents when we moved here in 
1956. We got a house through Tilburgse Woonstichting [a housing association] – 
which is now called Tiwos – on Generaal Smutslaan. That's near Ringbaan Zuid, 
diagonally opposite the Willem II football stadium. There were several apartment 
buildings there; one part was already finished and one part still had to be built. On 
Generaal Smutslaan was a good area, and just behind it there was a working-class 
neighbourhood, although we never realized that. My father was more middle-class. 
I went to the nursery school on Generaal Smutslaan and as I then went on to the 
primary school, the children who did not live on Generaal Smutslaan pointed out 
the differences to me. As a matter of fact, we were sort of discriminated at that 
time. They said we were stuck-up, while we never felt that way as a child. I always 
thought that was very odd. It made me wonder what they meant when they said 
that. I didn't have the faintest clue at the time. I didn't even know what they meant 
when they said that I was insured privately. I always thought that we were insured 
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 Zeeuws-Vlaanderen is the most south-western region of the Netherlands, and Hulst is a municipality in the 
eastern part of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen.  
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the same way as everybody else, and I never knew about a difference between 
being insured privately or being covered by the Dutch national health service. (…)  
 
I also used to sing in a children's choir, in the church. It always gave me the feeling 
of doing something together, and at those moments there were no differences. But 
along the way those differences were forced upon you by others. After three years, 
when I was five, my brother was born, and when I was seven my youngest brother 
was born. So I come from a family with five children. I did have a personal opinion, 
since I wanted to go to the Huishoudschool, because I wanted to become a 
mother.44 My parents were not so enthusiastic about that plan, because they 
thought that you needed to have a broad base. In the end, I went to the MULO, 
and I finished it.45 The MULO was a school run by nuns in the city centre on the 
Oude Dijk, and I was more interested in the city centre than in school. What's 
more delightful than skipping class and going to Heuvelstraat?46 I thought that 
was far more interesting than the classes they taught.  
 
I met my first husband when I was sixteen. He had an advertising agency – he was 
a graphic designer – and he was sixteen years older than me. I always found it very 
exiting to see him design an advertisement, or the marketing for a company, or 
whatever. I still remember studying for my final exams in his studio. But anyway, I 
was sixteen and three years later we got married. When I was seventeen, I moved 
into lodgings in the middle of the city centre, and I got married when I was 
nineteen. I then moved from my student lodgings to a rented house across the 
street. (…) 
 
Marie-Thérèse recounted that she had various jobs in the city centre in that period. She 
worked as a nurse and as a dental assistant. At the MULO, she had had several holiday 
jobs in the city centre, ranging from work in the retail sector to work in the catering 
industry.  
 
Because of my husband's work, I used to go to all these different places. In that 
period I saw the city centre change. The textile industry was in decline and the city 
had to reorganize itself. Small to medium-sized enterprises settled here and 
Heuvelstraat was naturally the place to be. The nightlife really took place at the 
Heuvel, Piusplein and on Juliana van Stolbergstraat. You can't compare it to the 
bars and restaurants you find there now, and you didn't have galleries back then. I 
believe that there was one gallery, but at the time I wasn't yet into that. But the 
city was in dire straits. More and more people became unemployed due to the 
closing of the factories. When you're young, you don't notice those sort of things, 
but there was a lot of misery in the city back then. 
 
                                                 
44
 The Huishoudschool ('domestic science school') was a vocational training school for 12- to 16-year-olds that, 
among other things, prepared women for their traditional role as housewife.  
45
 MULO is short for Meer Uitgebreid Lager Onderwijs ('advanced elementary education') and was a type of 
secondary school until the Dutch school system was restructured in 1968. 
46
 The Heuvelstraat was and still is the main shopping street of Tilburg. 
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In that period Marie-Thérèse also went out a lot. She recalled regular Sunday visits to 
Oisterwijk and dancing at De Meulen and Saint Tropez in Tilburg. She married, as already 
mentioned, when she was nineteen and had her first child when she was twenty. 
 
We went to live in Professor Dondersstraat, in quite a nice and green 
neighbourhood. Professor Dondersstraat is located between Tivolistraat and St 
Josephstraat in one of the nicest areas of Tilburg's city centre. In the early 
twentieth century, mainly textile barons built their houses there, all architect-
designed, and those houses are still there. Almost nothing has been demolished. 
This, of course, is in contrast to other areas of the city centre. I still remember the 
old city hall being demolished – I must have been sixteen or seventeen at the time. 
It was very beautiful with front steps, and now there's the concert hall at that 
location. It's also very beautiful, but when they were demolishing the city hall I 
had a feeling of regret. The same goes for the Korvelplein. There was a streetcar 
and a beautiful bandstand. I used to have recorder lessons just across from that 
bandstand, and if we a quarter of an hour early we used to romp about there. That 
was brilliant. Many of those things, which were typical of Tilburg at that time, have 
gone. The cultural heritage of the city, which is so important for the character of 
the city. They demolished a lot of that.  
 
I had three children by the time I was twenty-five, when my husband and I 
separated. So I was left with three children and I completely dedicated myself to 
Figure 22: Heuvelstraat 
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raising them. So I went to work in the daytime and studied in the evening. I went 
to the Academie voor Beeldende Vorming [Academy of Fine Arts & Education], 
and graduated in 1992. I've always been interested in the creative industry: how 
people create something, the inventiveness of people, their resourcefulness. I 
sometimes feel that those qualities should be appreciated more. But anyway, I was 
twenty-five, had three children and moved from Professor Dondersstraat – one of 
the most beautiful streets in Tilburg – to Hoogtedwarsstraat, which is two or three 
streets behind the theatre on Schouwburgring. It's just behind Veestraat – and 
Veestraat is an infamous street in Tilburg. But my idea was that it is not important 
where you live: it's more important how you arrange your life with your children 
and the people you love. So it sort of comes back to the time when we moved to 
Tilburg with our parents: I never understood why there was a class difference. I 
understand that some people have more possibilities because of the financial 
position of their parents, but at first it is necessary to treat each other with respect 
and to give each other a certain freedom. I still recall how my friends in Professor 
Dondersstraat reacted to my move to Hoogtedwarsstraat. They asked me how I 
could move – at my age and with three small children – to a neighbourhood with 
so many problems. But I did it, and I never regretted it. I moved from Professor 
Dondersstraat – where everybody had an enormous garden, a car, and everything – 
to a neighbourhood where everybody sat on a chair in front of their house. And it 
was brilliant! I've always found that people were really living together there. 
However, they lived in extremes. Sometimes they'd have a row and it would come 
to blows as well. But I always found that something you don't have to accept. My 
children were beaten up by children from the neighbourhood once, for no reason 
at all. Just because they went to their training with a hockey stick on the back of 
their bike. So then my children were confronted with the fact that they were 
regarded as stuck-ups, while they lived in a neighbourhood in which they should 
have been equals. But it taught me to understand each other, and in their eyes we 
were indeed different.  
 
I lived there for twenty years, in a small working-class house. The living room was 
four by four metres and it had a small front room of three by three. Upstairs it had 
three bedrooms and an attic. For a household with three children, it was a 
cramped house. It was impossible to avoid each other. (…) Some things couldn't be 
done in the way my children wanted it, also due to the fact that I ended up living 
on social security after my divorce. That's an enormous setback, but it also appeals 
to your own creativity and perseverance and I always managed. In the beginning I 
washed clothes by hand for years. We didn't have a washing machine or a 
refrigerator. I still remember how one of the children had a hockey injury and our 
GP said that we should cool it three times a day with ice cubes. We both wisely 
kept our mouths shut, since I did not have a refrigerator at the time. So we had to 
get ice cubes from the neighbours three times a day. Well, that was something that 
did not happen often, even twenty years ago. But my approach was to see what I 
could do on my own and when I needed to call upon others. Fortunately, I did not 
need to call upon others very often.  
 
After my study I worked for the Fontys Hogeschool voor de Kunsten [the local art 
academy] and for the Academy of Fine Arts & Education. I was coordinator for the 
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art projects, I was project manager for art and culture, and I did the publicity. 
Three years after my divorce I started a gallery on Nieuwlandstraat with a friend. It 
still exists: it's called Kathareze, from Karien and Marie-Thérèse. At first we 
focused on artists who worked with textiles. But after four years I realized that I 
was judging the work of professional artists without having a proper education. So 
I left the gallery and went to the academy in the evenings. After the academy I 
started my own company – In de Kunstkamer ['In the Art Room'] – which 
exhibited at local businesses the work of recently graduated students.  
 
After some years, Marie-Thérèse got a permanent position at Fontys and she stayed there 
until 2002. After that, as she reported at the beginning of the interview, she started her 
own 'art service'. In the remainder of the interview the tone became somewhat more 
political and the focus was increasingly on how Tilburg developed in the past and how it 
should develop in the future. As mentioned in the introduction to this interview, I do not 
include these parts of the interview here. In the following, I present just two smaller 
extracts in which Marie-Thérèse first talks about the neighbourhood in which she 
currently lives and subsequently about her work as the production manager of a local 
revue.  
 
I currently live in the Wandelbos. Six or seven years ago I moved here after living 
near the city centre for the largest part of my life. It is just lovely to live next to the 
woods. But I have to say that for real relaxation I go to the countryside in France 
every six weeks. Tilburg has become a dynamic and vibrant city that constantly 
stimulates the senses. That was not the case 45 years ago. Back then it was just 
workmen. We had more time for each other as a matter of fact. There was much 
more solidarity in the neighbourhoods and people worked together for the city. 
And now that city has arrived at a certain level, with many different layers; there 
are academics, labourers, as well as many entrepreneurs. It's all turned out much 
more heterogeneous. (…) 
 
For fourteen years now I've been involved in the Tilburgse Revue [a biennial revue 
in the local dialect]. I'm the production manager. It's one of those really typical 
local products that is put on stage. It is not just one night, but 13 shows that are 
seen by 11,000 Tilburgers. The Revue is written once every two years for the 
occasion and Tilburg is always taken as the point of departure by the writers; so 
local neighbourhoods, local events and local developments. In total some 200 
Tilburgers participate in this project, both backstage and on stage. They help to 
design and build the set, to make the costumes, do the make-up, and local 
businesses help with the financial sponsorship. (…) At those times we show what 
Tilburg really is: one big family. It obviously becomes increasingly hard to retain 
that family feeling with 200,000 inhabitants, but that's alright. You should not 
stand in the way of such developments. However, it's still nice to occasionally 
display the gems of the history of the city, whatever form they take. That gives me 
a lot of energy, especially when I see the enthusiasm and dedication of all those 
people. It's just marvellous. At those moments I feel the Tilburg of bygone days a 
little. And it is once every two years; we will have the ninth one next year in March 
2007 and in 2009 we will have the tenth revue. Since the city was granted its a 
charter 200 years ago, in 2009 we'll be looking back at the development of the city.  
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7.5 Tilburg and moving 
 
As the above life stories show, many different topics were discussed during the interviews. 
The remaining six interviews added to this variety, but also contained some recurring 
themes and topics. As mentioned, I explicitly asked the interviewees to link their life story 
with their place of residence. This resulted in many stories about the various cities, 
villages, neighbourhoods and houses in which they lived or had lived. Some of the 
interviewees were born in Tilburg and moved within the city itself, while others were born 
somewhere else and later moved to Tilburg. One interviewee (who wanted to remain 
anonymous) was born in Tilburg in 1951, but mainly lived in the Randstad until she was 
eleven, when her family moved back to Tilburg because of the work of her father. During 
the interview she told me how she experienced that move back.  
 
Personally, I found the move back from the Randstad – we used to live in Rijswijk, 
near The Hague – to Tilburg quite difficult. We were laughed at for our accent. 
Now it has become less, but at the time we really had an accent. And I have to say, 
I thought that Tilburg was strange as well. I still remember having this idea as a 
child that it was like a picture of medieval times. That was very strange. Because 
the western part of the Netherlands was modernizing at the time. My school, for 
instance, was a completely new building with light and windows everywhere. And 
when I came here you could still feel that industrial atmosphere. Everywhere there 
were those dark factories with small windows and dark bricks. It was a somewhat 
dirty city as well. It sort of a resembled the sandblasting of an old house, when 
everything turns light again. But in those days, in my view, everything was dark. 
(…) I was still little, six or seven years old I guess, when I came here to my 
grandfather and grandmother at weekends. That must have been in 1957 or 1958. I 
had, for instance, a friend who went to confirmation classes on Sunday. I found 
that very strange. In those days, I think, the worlds of the western and the 
southern Netherlands were very different. That's hardly the case any more. For 
instance, my daughter lives in The Hague and I don't see the same difference as 
back then. As a child those seemed liked different worlds to me. Fathers walked on 
the street here, wearing long robes. I'd never seen that before. I only saw them 
when I went to my grandfather and grandmother. So that was a very different 
world. But when we came to live here [in the early 1960s] a lot had already 
changed. Because we lived on Statenlaan at the time, and the whole area of the 
Westermarkt and Het Zand were already built at that time. And that was 
completely new. That was no longer so unfamiliar, since it dovetailed with where 
we came from. Because back then they were building those new housing 
developments that were being built constantly and we had always lived in those 
neighbourhoods as well. In Rijswijk we also lived in a block of flats. When we 
visited my grandparents there hardly were any blocks of flats here, but by the time 
we moved here there were. So that no longer felt so unfamiliar. Only that accent, 
for which they laughed at us.  
  
Myra van Esch, another interviewee, also moved to Tilburg when she was young. She was 
born in Amersfoort (a medium-sized city in the middle of the Netherlands) but moved to 
Tilburg when she was four. Her father worked for Volt, a subsidiary company of Philips, 
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and in the early 1960s he got a job as building coordinator of a new Volt factory in Tilburg-
Noord. In that period her family moved to Tilburg-Zuid. 
 
At that time those houses had only just been built. They were close to the Leijpark, 
but you probably don't know that. But my parents liked to live in Tilburg-Zuid, 
because they knew that they were planning to build a hospital there. They were 
already thinking about those things. The idea was that a hospital would be 
convenient when they were old, because then they could walk there. So they 
intentionally bought a house in Tilburg-Zuid. And besides that, it was next to the 
main green area of Tilburg, since the Leijpark is a very beautiful park. There's a lot 
of green, a lot of trees; it's an old park. The only disadvantage was that the avenue 
we lived on was next to a working-class neighbourhood. In my youth, that was 
always something of a separation. Arendlaan, Duifstraat and Leijparkweg in fact 
were the 'good' side, and behind Arendlaan you had Korhoenstraat and 
Reigerstraat, and that was a slightly inferior neighbourhood, a working-class 
neighbourhood. And we didn't play with them either. We only played with 
children from Arendlaan and Leijparkweg and Arendplein. We ignored the other 
children even though we were in their class at school. We went to the local school, 
as was customary. (…) Although there were two separate groups at school, well, 
you know what they say: birds of a feather flock together. So you just played with 
children who lived on your street. As a child I was always a bit afraid to cross that 
working-class neighbourhood. I didn't like to go there and I didn't play there. I still 
Figure 23: Bredaseweg 
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remember that there was a little sweet shop in that neighbourhood, and once in a 
while we were given five cents to buy some sweets. But I never had the courage to 
go there on my own. It always posed something of a threat. The children who lived 
there were quite loud-mouthed and they screamed at you and they grabbed you 
and they always looked a bit grubby. I never felt any affection for those children. 
So I always went to buy sweets in the working-class neighbourhood together with 
my friends, and afterwards we would leave again as quickly as possible.  
 
Later on in the interview, van Esch returned to the home of her parents in Tilburg-Zuid. It 
seems that her mother still lived in the house they had moved to when they first came to 
Tilburg: 
 
So she lives close to the hospital now. You laughed at that earlier, but she really 
benefits from the location of her house now. Because she is 84 now and at that age 
one regularly comes into contact with a doctor or someone similar. In those cases, 
it's convenient to live close to a hospital.  
 
In contrast to van Esch, most interviewees were born in Tilburg and had lived there ever 
since. At the end of the interviews I asked those interviewees if they had ever considered 
moving out of Tilburg. It turned out that none of the interviewees had concrete plans to 
leave, although some of them said that they had thought about moving to Belgium. Just 
like Fons van Hest in his interview, they often referred to the 'cosiness' of Belgium. Gerrit 
Dingemans, a neighbour of Fons van Hest, said the following on living in Tilburg: 
 
It's something I can say little about, since I have never lived anywhere else than in 
Tilburg. I can't say if it is more beautiful here than in other places. I have no 
experiences in that area. I'm simply content here, especially living here in this 
house. My wife has lived here all her life and she doesn't want to leave instantly. It 
is not if we are next in line, but if we wanted to leave – and that's something I have 
discussed now and again – then we'd go to Belgium. Because it is cosier over there 
than it is here. But only just across the border, not much further. Because I know 
some people there, also by way of my in-laws. Over there it's still much cosier and 
you can still live there on your own, not in a terraced house. You don't have those 
over there.  
 
His wife, who was standing in the kitchen and overheard the conversation, said that it was 
not true that Belgium is cosier. She added that he could go on his own if he wanted to go 
to Belgium, since she was not going to leave their house. The same goes for Rinus van Mol, 
a 48-year-old car mechanic who had thought about moving, but had decided to stay put in 
his house in Oud-Noord. However, in contrast to Dingemans he did not think about 
moving to Belgium, but to new housing estates in the Reeshof. 
 
Well, I have considered moving, since we live within the Ringbaan and here you 
have neighbourhoods like St Pietersplein and Schotelplein. Those neighbourhoods 
consist – just like the Jordaan and the Curaçao – primarily of cheap rented houses. 
Really poor people live there. I've considered moving to the Reeshof, that's a fairly 
new neighbourhood here. But I couldn't settle over there since I grew up near the 
city centre of Tilburg and I'm used to have everything close by. The children as 
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well: they go to school here, and it's only three minutes by bike. And we can, so to 
speak, walk to the city centre. In a quarter of an hour we can walk to the railway 
[the northern border of the city centre]. So why should I move with my family to 
the Reeshof if I don't feel like it? Move while I am happy with the place where I 
live? I always used to have a small back garden, but here around the corner in the 
Hoefstraat two small weaver's cottages were for sale and they had a huge court. 
They used to have their kitchen garden there and they stretched all the way to the 
back of our house. I was after it for a very long time until I had the possibility to 
buy it. (…) Now I have a very nice courtyard. If you live in the centre of Tilburg and 
have such a big courtyard and a large garage, well… So we've always lived in this 
house. We married when I was 22 or 23, and Gerrie was 20. We got married and 
moved in here and never left again. If you ask me, we're never going to leave. I'm 
happy here.  
 
Others conversely did move to the Reeshof, like the interviewee who moved to Tilburg 
from the Randstad when she was eleven. After living in many different neighbourhoods in 
Tilburg and Goirle (a village south of Tilburg), she now lives in the Reeshof. In the 
following extract, she talks about living in this part of the city. 
 
This neighbourhood where we live now is a new one, as you know. Before we lived 
here I found it a terrible neighbourhood. If I drove through it I always thought that 
somebody who went to live there was not quite right in the head. But once we 
Figure 24: Reeshof 
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started living here we found it very nice. And we can't explain to anybody why we 
love to live here. But we find it a very spacious neighbourhood. We are of course 
very privileged to live so spaciously as we do and we know that not everybody has 
that. But still, it's designed very spaciously and we really love that. Besides that, it 
is easy for my husband because it's located near his work; it's just a five-minute 
drive by car. My parents live around the corner as well. By now, I – just like many 
women of my age – am in between children, grandchildren and parents. 
Occasionally I lend a helping hand, and it's easy if you live nearby. But that's not a 
reason to stay here. If I wanted to move, it wouldn't be a reason to stay, but 
anyway, it is like that. So we really like this neighbourhood.  
 
Geert Maas, a 41-year-old air force mechanic, lives in the Reeshof as well. Maas was born 
near Trouwlaan and moved to Tilburg-Noord when he was four. He subsequently moved 
from Tilburg-Noord to the Reeshof.  
 
We'd been living in Tilburg-Noord for a long time. It was close to Loon op Zand, 
near Verdiplein.47 It was Rossinistraat; all the streets in the neighbourhood were 
named after composers. There were various neighbourhoods in Noord. There was 
Verdiplein and a bit further away you had the Montfort-part. Everything was part 
of Stokhasselt, and the various areas occasionally used to clash with each other. 
For one reason or another, both groups periodically fought each other, but that 
became an issue only when you were 17 or 18. (…) Noord was a nice neighbourhood 
at the time. But my father and mother recently sort of fled from there, as a matter 
of fact. It no longer felt safe. The neighbourhood was flooded with foreigners – not 
that I want to speak badly of them, because in the end we had neighbours from 
Morocco and I never had such good neighbours as them. But still, there were 
many… You no longer felt at ease. So after living there for a very long time, they 
finally moved. I'd already bought a house here in the Reeshof, an apartment, and 
by chance they were assigned a house just around the corner. After that I moved, 
from the apartment to this house and have now been living here for four years. (…)  
 
The nice thing about living at my parents' place was that you knew everybody, and 
that was very nice. You could still drop by your neighbour's house. And if you look 
at it now, not many neighbours still live there. In those days it was a real 
neighbourhood. There are some old neighbourhoods in Tilburg were you still see 
this. Veestraat, for instance, is such a neighbourhood. There are a lot of antisocial 
people living there, but well… Sometimes I think that they say what the rest of the 
population thinks but doesn't dare to say. It's the only neighbourhood that's 
managed not to have any foreigners living there. They also made the headlines a 
couple of times, and not always in a positive way. Anyway, I can always get along 
fairly well with those people. Everybody has its own life.  
 
The story about the transformation of Tilburg-Noord, as it is told here by Geert Maas, 
dovetails with the experiences of Myra van Esch in the following extract. Originally, van 
Esch trained to become a nursery school teacher and, after doing some temporary jobs, 
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 Loon op Zand is a village and municipality located north of Tilburg. 
147 
she got a permanent job at a school in Tilburg-Noord. Partially due to changes in the 
neighbourhood, she eventually decided to stop working there.  
 
I quit my job voluntarily when I was 43. At first it was a really nice job, but in the 
long term it became very difficult because the population of Tilburg-Noord 
changed so drastically. Only foreigners came to live there. Some 80 per cent of my 
pupils were foreigners and when they commenced they were often 
unapproachable. Eventually I said goodbye to the nursery class and started to work 
with groups 4, 7 and 8 in primary school. (…)  
 
I still remember my first little Turk, the first foreign child in my class, a little Turk. 
Well, that was very special, but after so many years you just had so many different 
nationalities. Recently the school moved to a new building and there was a big 
happening and it turned out that there are 26 different nationalities at that school 
now. Just imagine! And this is only in the school were I used to work. They come 
from all corners of the world: Somalia, Iraq, Iran, and the Turks and Moroccans 
were here first, of course. (…) And only a small group of Dutch still live there, 
because everybody just leaves a neighbourhood like that. You just see that happen. 
People leave, the Dutch, because they think that it's becoming a 'black 
Figure 25: Stokhasselt, Tilburg-Noord 
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neighbourhood' and a 'black school'.48 And if I am extremely honest… they always 
said that the education is on the decline and we always denied that and said that 
it's not true. And we had various courses and approaches to teach the children 
Dutch as quickly as possible, but you will always trail behind. And as a teacher you 
can't work at the level that you aspire to, because you have to take a step down. 
Because you have to remain comprehensible for those children, so you see the 
standards falling in a school like that. It's not something you aspire to; it just 
happens. There simply is no other option. And besides the language problems, 
you're also confronted with large cultural differences. They really are gigantic. I 
still remember when the first Somalians entered. It was customary at a parents' 
evening that a parent would come to the door of the class and you would shake 
hands. But during the first encounter with a Somali man, he kept his hands behind 
his back. So he did not give me a hand. Well, that apparently is a tradition; they're 
not allowed to shake hands with women. That's something you have to respect, of 
course, but it is strange to experience something like that for the first time. It 
made me feel like I stank to high heaven or was a leper. But anyway, that is 
something that also educates you. But after so many years it became harder and 
harder for me at that school. And in the meantime I had three children and that 
had to be done as well. Although everything was taken care of, although I had a 
child-minder in the house, and although I didn't have to do anything when I came 
home, I didn't like it. Because I could not function 100% at school and at home I 
did not have the feeling that I was in the right place and that everything was 100%. 
I am not like that, I need to do something 100%. So I felt that I needed to make a 
choice. In such a situation you chose for your family, that's easy. So I quit my job.  
 
7.6 Living in Tilburg  
 
The following includes some interesting extracts that could be loosely labelled as 'Living in 
Tilburg'. Since I asked the interviewees to link their life story with Tilburg, many of them 
told about daily life practices, hobbies and local events. These extracts are brought 
together in this section under the heading 'Living in Tilburg'. Gerrit Dingemans (an 
extract from his life story featured in the previous section) has lived his whole life in 
Tilburg. He was born in Trouwlaan in 1938, and during World War II his family moved to 
Heikant. At the time, Heikant was just a small village located 'across the bridge' north of 
the Wilhelminakanaal. During his interview, Dingemans told me about the time he 
worked in the textile industry. 
 
We never crossed the bridge in Heikant. So when I started working it was at the 
first factory after the bridge. It was the factory of Wil Franken, and my grandfather 
worked there as well. I started when I was 14 and I earned 8 guilders and 33 cents a 
week. I still remember that exactly: 8 guilders and 33 cents. I remember that as if it 
was yesterday. Subsequently I worked there all the time. I never went to a 
textielschool, since I didn't have the abilities for it.49 I was allowed to learn, they 
                                                 
48
 The terms 'black neighbourhood' and 'black school' are a translation of the Dutch terms zwarte wijk and 
zwarte school. These terms are generally used to refer to neighbourhoods and schools with a majority of 
immigrants.  
49
 In a textielschool ('textiles school') one was trained for working in the textile industry.  
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never stopped me, but I just wasn't able to. (…) But I always was very clever with 
my hands and I used to watch what the others did. I used to watch the other team 
when I had my hour and a half lunch break; to see how they did it, to learn. So I 
learned to do textiles by looking and doing. In those days, you had two categories: 
those with and those without a textile diploma. Those with a textile diploma used 
to get a bit more money, but I earned as much as they did since I produced as 
much as they did. I worked at the machines in the weaving mill and I was paid for 
every shot with the shuttle. So you would, for example, get one cent for a thousand 
shots – or 1.1 cents or something like that.  
 
When the textile industry was in decline, Dingemans went looking for a new job. 
Eventually he got a job at the municipality when he was 39. He worked there as a garbage 
man until he was 60. In his spare time he helped his father to collect old paper.  
 
From time to time I helped him after my work. I worked in shifts, so sometimes I 
had some time to spare. We had three children fairly early, so I accompanied my 
father to earn some extra money. And I still do that, although not to the extent 
that I used to. We had many clients – small clients – and we collected and 
delivered paper. I did that with my father until he was 80. At that age he obviously 
couldn't do what I could do at that time. After that, he was in somewhat deep 
water until he was 88: he had a cerebral infarction, two actually, and after that it 
was all downhill for him. He went into an old people's home and died when he was 
88. But I continued to collect paper. Occasionally some small clients dropped out, 
but that was no big problem. When I started to work for the municipality I had to 
work in the daytime, so I had to collect paper after five o'clock. So I had enough to 
do. I'd collect a load in the evening and the next day my father would unload the 
trailer. He did that for me and then I could collect a new load the next evening. I 
always worked a lot. At the moment I only have a few small clients left. Recently 
one client dropped out, so now there is only one left: a C1000 [a supermarket] and 
I go there once or twice a week. (…) I think I'm the only one who still does this 
around here. There used to be people who did this with a horse and cart. Once, 
paper used to be worth 15 or 20 cents a kilo. Now it is five cents, at most.  
 
Just like his friend Noud Hersmus, Dingemans keeps pigeons and collects pigeon clocks. 
In earlier days, he also did pigeon racing and even won prizes with it, but his enthusiasm 
had diminished in recent years. Now he spends a large part of his spare time at his 
allotment. 
 
It's here near the crematorium, on Hoflaan. There are about 300 allotments; it's a 
very big place. I only grow vegetables. It is something I already did before, since 
I'm somewhat a farmer by descent. I always loved to do that and now I've picked it 
up again. (…) I don't like flowers. I prefer to cultivate different things. I also have a 
shack there; it was already there when I took it over from someone. There's a 
greenhouse attached to the shack; a big greenhouse with tomatoes, cucumbers, 
peppers and the like. I do it all by myself. And the social contacts, of course. I 
know various people there, but it's not as if you are constantly chit-chatting when 
you are there. But take yesterday afternoon: I coincidentally met somebody we 
used to know. When our children were younger we used to mingle with him and 
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his wife. He's a pigeon fancier as well, and now we've met again. His allotment is 
across from mine. And two others from the Heikant are there as well. Yesterday we 
visited each other and somebody boiled water and we had some Cup-a-Soup [a 
brand of instant soup]. That's very nice. I'm never there before noon; always 
around two o'clock, until four or five o'clock. At the moment there are only three 
crops of chicory left, but soon the preparation work will start again. The manuring 
and digging. I have two trees: a small pear tree and a small apple tree. It is one of 
the cheapest hobbies you can have: occasionally you have to buy some seeds, but 
more often others say: 'I have some of those' or 'Just take one of those plants; you 
don't have to sow them.' Pigeons are much more expensive.  
 
Nowadays, Dingemans lives in Oud-Noord, across the street from Rinus van Mol. During 
the interview, van Mol talked elaborately about that part of town. He grew up in Oud-
Noord and, just like his brothers and sisters, he still lives there.  
 
We used to live between the Jordaan and the Curaçao. Those two neighbourhoods 
were typically Tilburg. In the Jordaan something was always happening, and in the 
Curaçao something was always happening too. In the Jordaan people lived who … 
the working-class people, so to say. Our neighbourhood was 't Goirke and we went 
to the nursery school there and I kept going to school there. It's on the border; I 
was born on Kasteeldreef and on one side you went to school in 't Goirke and on 
the other side you went to Hasselt. So it was just on the border, so to say. (…) So 
Figure 26: Allotment complex near the crematorium 
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we were between the Jordaan and the Curaçao, what one nowadays would call 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. And in popular speech they continued to call it 
that. The Curaçao is now being demolished and the Jordaan was torn down a 
couple of years ago, because it predominantly consisted of old weaver's cottages. 
All people who didn't have two pennies to rub together. And we used to live 
between those two neighbourhoods. (…) 
  
My sisters and all, they live in Tilburg. My mother still lives here on Kasteeldreef, 
although not in the same house, but another one. She moved from our old house 
to a new one on Kapelstraat, but my father didn't like it much, nor did my mother. 
It was a new house and since they were getting older they wanted a house that was 
easier to maintain. They only lived there for two years. Then they moved back to a 
house on Kasteeldreef; a rented house. And my mother is still living there and she's 
84 now. She's still living on her own, but since there are seven of us kids, every day 
someone picks her up to have dinner with them. She comes here on Wednesdays; 
we pick her up and she eats with us. So she never has to cook for herself, since 
there are seven of us and there are seven days in a week.  
 
I also interviewed one of van Mol's sisters, Josefien van Bladel. During the interview, her 
husband – John van Bladel – was present as well and this gave the interview a particular 
twist. For instance, they talked elaborately about the differences between their parental 
homes. Josefien remembered her parents as being quite protective, especially in 
comparison to John's family. They also talked about how they had met and about their 
marriage. They were in their mid teens when they started dating, and they went steady for 
eight years. John recalled that period in more detail:  
 
[John:] We never slept with each other in those years. [Josefien:] No, I wasn't 
allowed to. I also wasn't allowed to go on holidays. Those things were impossible at 
our place. At your place it would have been possible; your parents were more 
compliant. I still remember that. [John:] But compliance has to come from two 
sides, of course. Otherwise nothing happens. At a certain moment we got married 
in a registry office a few months earlier because of taxes. If you did that you could 
get more money back from the tax office. We threw a party at our place, and after 
everybody left we were alone with my parents. Then my father said – and we'd 
already bought our own house and were busy renovating it – he said: son, I can no 
longer prevent it if you want to sleep with her tonight. And I said: dad, I've waited 
so long I think I'll wait until our house is finished.  
 
The house they were about to finish was located on Bisschop Metziusstraat. While telling 
about the buying of the house, they recalled a significant event in Tilburg's history. 
 
[John:] We bought the house on Bisschop Metziusstraat for 27,000 guilders and we 
had pay off 203 guilders a month. [Josefien:] You called your brother Theo in the 
evening and he worked at the Amro Bank here in Tilburg at the time. He witnessed 
that bank robbery here in Tilburg. [John:] The first bank robbery in the 
Netherlands took place here in Tilburg. It was a huge spectacle. It was on a Friday 
afternoon and they were redeveloping the Heuvelplein at the time. They had 
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several Citroën DSs, those Snoeks.50 Three of them pulled up in front of the bank 
and they shot with guns and all. When they went in, Theo was sitting there as well 
and they were saying 'This is a robbery!' and such things. Somebody was counting 
money and they said 'We'll take that with us'. It was two million guilders. Too silly. 
The safe wasn't even closed. They could just take it.51 [Josefien:] But Theo 
eventually called us to say that we had to ask for a municipal guarantee. (…) We 
didn't even know what that was, a municipal guarantee. [John:] But the house cost 
27,000 guilders and I lost quite some sleep over that. We had to pay back 203 
guilders a month, but I earned 800 guilders so that was a quarter of my wage. 
[Josefien:] That was a lot of money, and after eleven years we eventually bought 
this house. This one has a back yard 30 metres deep and cost 85,000 guilders. That 
was twenty years ago now. It was 85,000 guilders and now they value it 220,000 
euros.  
 
It occurred regularly during the interviews that someone, just like John and Josefien van 
Bladel before this, started to talk about more well-known local events or phenomena. 
Often these free associations were introduced by stating that this was a 'typical Tilburg 
phenomenon'. Rinus van Mol, for instance, started to talk about a typical snack while he 
was talking about how he met his wife. 
 
I met my wife in De Meulen. That used to be a very famous club here in Tilburg. It 
was one of the first discos in Tilburg: De Meulen. Many people of my age will 
remember De Meulen. Later, many large discos would be opened, but many of our 
age spent some time in De Meulen. So that's where I met Gerrie. It was the place 
where the whole of Tilburg would come to. You had to go to De Meulen. And 
afterwards you'd go to Jantje de Kort for a 'Broodje Jantje'. That's very famous as 
well. You might have heard of him: Jantje de Kort? That was an annual tradition, 
and it still is, although Jantje de Kort's business has now closed down. But every 
year during the fair in Tilburg they still have a stall selling Broodje Jantjes. That is 
so famous. Wherever you go in Tilburg, if you say 'Broodje Jantje' they'll 
immediately respond by saying 'Jantje de Kort'. It's a bun with a burger, some 
onion and tomato ketchup. [Like a hamburger?] No, it is not a normal hamburger. 
It's more like minced meat that's been pressed together and prepared in a 
particular way. It is like a special hamburger. In those days we used to end an 
evening out with a Broodje Jantje, and we'd always eat a Broodje Jantje at the 
yearly carnival. Those things are typical of Tilburg.  
 
7.7 Concluding remarks 
 
Although these interviews were trimmed to a readable and predominantly single voiced 
text, they are the result of a dialogue between the interviewees and me. These texts 
represents what they told me on a specific occasion and therefore are unique versions of 
their life stories. Presumably, some anecdotes and recollections have been told before on 
                                                 
50
 The Citroën DS had the nickname Snoek ('Pike') in the Netherlands, but was known abroad as the Citroën 
Déesse (DS) or 'Goddess'.  
51
 The bank robbery in Tilburg was not in fact the first in the Netherlands, but is generally regarded as being 
the first one since such a large amount of money was violently robbed. On 15 October 1965 a group of French 
thieves stole over 900,000 guilders from the vaults in Tilburg. 
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other occasions to different people, but the selection of events as they are arranged here is 
unique and is the result of the interaction between interviewer and interviewee. An 
example of this is the interview with Fons van Hest, in which he kept returning to his 
childhood memories and the boyish pranks he used to pull. My positive reactions to such 
stories more than likely encouraged Fons to do so. On the other hand, these anecdotes 
also gave Fons the opportunity to sketch the carefreeness and camaraderie of his youth.  
 
Like most people, the ten people I interviewed for this chapter will not regularly spend an 
hour telling their life stories. However, most of them did have a clear notion of what 
telling a life story entails. At the beginning of her interview, Marie-Thérèse Blomme for 
example illustrated this perfectly when she summed up the various main events of her life 
story in one sentence. She recounted how she moved to Tilburg as a child, and then 
studied, worked, married, had children, divorced and remarried in Tilburg. In the rest of 
the interview, she discussed each of these events in more detail as a way to tell her life 
story. As the analysis of these personal urban tales in the following chapter shows, this was 
not the only way the various interviewees told their life stories. For example, on several 
occasions they included additional plots in their account. On other occasions, the 
chronological ordering of their main life events was replaced by an account that came 
about by way of association. 
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8. A POLYVOCAL STORY ABOUT TILBURG 
 
 
In this chapter, the concrete and personal tales from Tilburg discussed in the previous two 
chapters are revisited in an effort to explore if and how these various tales intertwine with 
respect to the way they are emplotted and the interpretative repertoires they evoke. 
Although most of the narators of these urban tales never actually talked to each other, 
they are brought together here in a polyvocal story in which their different perspectives on 
the city are confronted with each other. Looking at Tilburg from a variety of backgrounds 
and with dissimilar intentions and objectives, these urban tales tell a diverse and complex 
story about the city. For some, Tilburg is a city on the rise while others draw attention to 
the things that disappear. In some cases, Tilburg is portrayed as a village, while in other 
cases local creativity and cultural innovation are put to the fore in a distinctly urban 
image. Besides these contrasts, a closer examination of the urban tales also reveals some 
noticeable similarities. For example, various narrators evoke images and metaphors of an 
industrial city while discussing Tilburg. Likewise, many narrators bring to mind the so-
called repertoire of community and argue how the community feeling has diminished in 
Tilburg. However, as the analysis shows, repertoires like this are multi-interpretable and 
contingent. They cannot be separated from their local appropriation; consequently, they 
are discussed here in relation to specific instances of use.  
 
By focusing on the way the various urban tales are emplotted and on the interpretative 
repertoires that are used in the telling of the tales, my aim in this chapter is to provide an 
insight into the interplay between the attempt of the narrators to capture their own 
experience and the meanings that prevail in the wider social and cultural context. In doing 
so, I do not discuss every narrative detail of each urban tale. It depends on the specificities 
of the various tales which narrative dimensions are highlighted. In some cases, I elaborate 
on the repertoires evoked in their telling, while in other cases I focus on a specific plot or a 
specific set of plots in the tale. In sections 2.3 and 4.2, the concepts of emplotment and 
interpretative repertoire, as well as the way they are used for analysing the various tales, 
were explained more fully. The quotes in this chapter previously featured in the concrete 
and personal urban tales chapters. 
 
8.1 The problematization of fragmentation 
 
Tilburg is not a city that directly evokes a distinct image. It has no characteristic medieval 
city centre, nor a distinct planned pattern, and it also lacks image defining buildings. 
(Doevendans et al., 1993: 5) 
 
In telling a story about a city, the narrator is bound to focus on specific aspects of that 
city. This process of selection is not always made explicit, although it does become more 
visible if various urban tales are put next to one another. If, for instance, one looks at the 
tales of the Tilburg Cityform study, as they were discussed in the planners' tales section, 
one can see a focus on the spatial appearance and the visible shape of Tilburg. It is in this 
perspective that one has to interpret the above-mentioned opening statement of the study 
in which the authors argue that Tilburg does not evoke a distinct image. Likewise, the 
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following discussion on the main plot of the Tilburg Cityform project should be 
understood as a reflection of the authors' focus on the spatial appearance and visible shape 
of the city. This plot revolves, in my view, around the problematization of Tilburg as a 
fragmented city. On several occasions in the study, the authors argue that Tilburg does 
not evoke a distinct or uniform image and that this is the result of its spatial 
fragmentation (Doevendans et al., 1996: 163-166). By arguing that this is problematic, the 
study makes a reasonable case for the design of a more distinct spatial image for Tilburg as 
a solution for the problem of fragmentation and pluriformity. In doing so, the authors use 
a specific set of concepts and metaphors that evoke various interpretative repertoires. As I 
argue in the following, these repertoires strengthen the authors' problematization of the 
spatial fragmentation of Tilburg and moreover substantiate their claim for the design of a 
more distinct spatial image for Tilburg. However, before going into this I first examine 
how the plot of problematizing the spatial fragmentation of Tilburg is constructed.  
 
Both the first and the fourth volume of the Tilburg Cityform study opens with the 
statement that Tilburg is not a city that directly evokes a distinct or uniform image 
(Doevendans et al., 1993: 5; Wallis de Vries and Spil, 1996: 10). The authors argue that the 
lack of a characteristic medieval city centre, image defining buildings and a distinct 
planned pattern apparently make it difficult for planners to interpret the form of the city. 
In their analysis of the morphological history of the city, the authors consequently show 
how the city developed in seven stages from an agricultural region with some small 
villages and hamlets into a large urban settlement. At the heart of this historical overview 
is the distinction between pre-modern and modern Tilburg. This distinction is first and 
foremost related to the grown and the designed line structure, which are presented as 
prominent ways to understand the spatial history of Tilburg (Doevendans et al., 1996: 163). 
The grown line structure of the pre-modern period is depicted as an organic development, 
while the designed line structure of the modern period is presented as the result of 
interventions by urban planners. The most prominent intervention is the ring road of 
Rückert's plan, which provided Tilburg with a design for the city as a whole (ibid.: 130). 
According to the authors, the period up until 'Rückert's plan' was the time in which 
Tilburg developed into a fragmented city. When the city grew expansively after World 
War II, the plan in general and the ring road in particular lost their significance. In that 
period Tilburg became a fragmented city anew and consequently Tilburg is now, the 
authors argue, in need of a new design for the city as a whole.  
 
It is the contrast between the grown and the design line structure that brings together two 
distinct urban concepts that describe the development of a city. According to the organic 
city concept, an urban settlement develops gradually, almost spontaneously, over the 
years. Buildings are placed ad hoc and consequently they create a chaotic street pattern. 
The concept evokes a wider story of the city as an organically grown settlement, which can 
be labelled as the repertoire of the organic city. While focusing on the natural 
development of the street pattern, this repertoire draws on the configuration of organic 
structures as we find them in nature. Simultaneously, this repertoire evokes wider 
associations of a close relationship between a city and its surroundings. It recalls the 
native settlements of our ancestors, which were built in harmony with the natural 
environment. In the case of Tilburg, the repertoire of the organic city is evoked in the 
discussion of the pre-modern development of the area. The gradual agglomeration of 
various small hamlets created a street pattern described by the authors as a 'naturally' 
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grown line structure (e.g. in Doevendans et al., 1996: 163). Just like in the organic city, the 
suggestion is made that the streets were defined by the ad hoc placement of buildings over 
time. The authors contrasts this with the designed line structure of Rückert's ring road. 
While describing and discussing the importance of this designed line structure, the 
authors refer regularly to the corresponding repertoire of the planned city. A central 
aspect of a planned city is a street network with a recognizable pattern. In such a city, the 
streets define where the buildings are placed, and not vice versa. The development of such 
a city is based on rational design and therefore implies an artificial, modern and non-
natural settlement. In contrast to the supposed chaos of the organic city, the repertoire of 
the planned city is associated with ideas of makeability, order and coherence.  
 
For the authors of the Tilburg Cityform study, the organically grown city equals 
fragmentation and, as discussed before, this fragmentation is deemed problematic. They 
explicitly argue that the idea of a fragmented city is not suitable as a concept for the future 
development of Tilburg (ibid.). The idea of fragmentation is considered to be a useful 
conceptualization to understand the historical development, but it is said to lack a clear 
normative framework for the future. According to the authors, it does not give a clear 
direction, and it does not create coherence on the level of the city as a whole. At such 
moments, the authors seem to look at Tilburg from what Jane Jacobs would call an 
'orthodox planning perspective'. As discussed in the abstract urban tales chapter, Jacobs 
argues that orthodox urban planners and designers do not understand the city because 
they oversimplify its complexity. Their underlying assumptions are based on creating 
simplicity and order, while in her view successful urban areas are based on diversity and 
interdependence. According to Jacobs, it is important to 'look closely, and with as little 
previous expectation as possible, at the most ordinary scenes and events, and attempt to 
see what they mean and whether any threads of principle emerge among them' (1993: 19).  
 
The contrast between Jacobs's street level perspective and the Tilburg Cityform study is 
probably most manifest in the discussion of the concept of the 'compartment city' 
(Doevendans et al., 1996: 48). The authors argue that prevailing urban concepts 
increasingly fail to describe current developments in Tilburg and consequently they 
introduce the concept of the compartment city. This concept reduces the city to several 
equal compartments with a different completion, and likewise it removes the boundaries 
between the city and the countryside, and between the centre and the periphery. This 
compartmentalization of the city recalls Ebenezer Howard's and Le Corbusier's ideas of 
self-contained functional zones in urban areas, as they were discussed and criticized by 
Jane Jacobs in the abstract urban tales chapter. As a variant of this orthodox city planning, 
the Cityform Tilburg study takes a corresponding top-down view on the buildings and 
physical structures of the city in its attempt to make the image of the city more distinctive 
and legible. Accordingly, the inhabitants of Tilburg, as well as their uses and experiences 
of the city, are absent from these tales.  
 
8.2 The renaissance of a former industrial city 
 
[W]hen I came here you could still feel that industrial atmosphere. Everywhere there were 
those dark factories with small windows and dark bricks. It was somewhat of a dirty city as 
well. It sort of a resembled the sandblasting of an old house, when everything turns light 
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again. But in those days, in my view, everything was dark. (Anonymous interviewee, 
November 2006) 
 
When one of my interviewees moved from the Randstad to Tilburg in the early 1960s, she 
was first and foremost struck by the city's gloomy physical appearance. In many other 
tales recollected in the previous two chapters, most notably in the tales of the three 
journalists in the external tales section, similar remarks are made about contemporary 
Tilburg. Such qualifications as ugly, grey, unheimlich and sorrowful are regularly used to 
describe the physical appearance of Tilburg. However, the interviewee also remembered 
how Tilburg started to modernize and how many new neighbourhoods had been built 
shortly after she moved there. For her, the dark and gloomy Tilburg was a city from the 
past. She witnessed the city becoming lighter over the years, like a house after a sandblast 
treatment. For the journalists, whose tales were discussed in the external tales section, 
Tilburg is still dark and gloomy, as though the textile factories have not been torn down. 
As the subsequent discussion shows, they use this image of Tilburg as an industrial town 
to tell a story of progress and modernization. 
 
Even though the three articles in the external tales section were written by different 
journalists for different media, they are identical in many respects. Even a cursory review 
reveals that these tales tell a story about the renaissance of a former industrial city. In all 
texts this renaissance manifests itself in two ways: an increasing self-esteem among 
Tilburg's inhabitants and the rise of a vibrant cultural scene. Every time the same story is 
told about how the textile industry has left its mark upon the city. Tilburg is repeatedly 
presented as a gloomy and depressive sight and, with prominent reference to the 
metropolitan vision of Mayor Becht, the physical appearance of the city is qualified as 
being ugly. In the article by Bas Timmers, the influence of Mayor Becht is expressed in 
particularly crude terms: 'He wanted to make a real city out of it [Tilburg], a metropolis 
like Rotterdam. That was his biggest mistake. He tore down the most beautiful cityscapes. 
What the Germans did not do, Becht did after all' (Timmers, 2002). Nevertheless, 
qualifications like this are complemented in all articles with the observation that 
something is happening in Tilburg. Since the days of Mayor Brokx, the inhabitants of 
Tilburg have become proud and have overcome their inferiority complex. Moreover, the 
authors argue, Tilburg has recently become a trendy city, a place to be, since many 
interesting developments can be witnessed in the cultural scene. 
 
The similarity between these articles can be explained in various ways. For instance, one 
can point to the fact that all three journalists rely primarily on local key figures for their 
information. In one case they even rely on the same local informant: the director of the 013 
pop centre features in the articles of both Timmers (2002) and de Graaf (2000). The 
similarity between the articles could furthermore be explained by the fact that they all 
start from the same point, namely the rise of the cultural scene in Tilburg. Since these 
external tales all appeared in regional and national media, they all had to be, in one way or 
the other, newsworthy. Apparently, the newspapers and popular magazines in question 
considered the rise of the cultural scene in Tilburg to be newsworthy. As I argue in the 
remainder of this section, this is a result not only of the actual rise of the cultural scene, 
but also of the fact that it took place in a former industrial city. Both the development and 
the location call up seemingly incompatible repertoires and by combining these in one 
plot, these external tales about Tilburg become more appealing and newsworthy stories.  
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Besides giving positive descriptions of the renaissance of a former industrial city, all three 
journalists write in negative terms about Tilburg and its inhabitants. Tilburg is depicted as 
an ugly, grey, boring and poor industrial city. Its physical appearance is deemed dull and 
sorrowful, while its inhabitants are critiqued for their gloominess and their inferiority 
complex. Dunford et al. (2000: 324) seem to summarize these qualifications when they 
argue that 'Tilburg is a faceless and unwelcoming industrial town, its streets a maze of 
nineteenth-century houses and anonymous modern shopping precincts'. Descriptions like 
these primarily allude to the same repertoire, namely that of the industrial city. This 
repertoire reflects the way we generally talk about industrial cities and their inhabitants. 
In general, such cities are talked about as being physically and socially depressing, and the 
way that these journalists talk about Tilburg certainly fits this description. However, it 
should be noted that these qualifications are inspired not only by Tilburg's industrial 
heritage, but also by the relics of the functionalist urban planning and design of the 1960s 
and 1970s. In retrospect, the metropolitan vision of Mayor Becht and his attempts to 
modernize Tilburg are equated with a destructive purposiveness that is reminiscent of the 
early Soviet Union (van der List, 1999: 20).  
  
In contrast to the various industrial references, Tilburg is also applauded in the same 
articles for its creativity, its nightlife, its liveliness and the lack of a complacent attitude 
among the local policy makers. Likewise, its inhabitants are said to have gained more self-
esteem. In such descriptions, the authors refer to the city as a cultural meeting place, one 
that is able to host many different cultural activities for many different people. It alludes 
to the city as a place for creativity and cultural innovation, as well as a place for pleasure 
and entertainment. One could label this way of talking about the city as the repertoire of 
the cultural city. If we look at the way this repertoire is evoked in the external tales 
section, we see that it is inextricably bound up with a highbrow version of culture. In the 
article by Bas Timmers, some examples are mentioned of local cultural developments in 
the wake of the arrival of the 013 pop centre.  
 
[T]he Paradox developed into the second jazz stage in the Netherlands, after the Bimhuis 
in Amsterdam. The concert hall, facing the town hall, makes up a unique art cluster 
together with the Music Conservatory, the Dance Academy, and the Academy of 
Architecture and Urbanism. This will be complemented with the Academy of Fine Arts & 
Education, the Rockacademie, and the Academy for Drama. (Timmers, 2002) 
 
All these examples are considered to contribute to the rise of the cultural scene in Tilburg 
and all can be labelled, to some extent, as highbrow cultural facilities. The contrast 
between these references and the references to an industrial city creates a distinct tension 
in the various articles included in the external tales section. Apparently, the image of a 
disconsolate industrial city is difficult to combine with the image of cultural vibrancy. This 
tension is the basis for the plot of these particular articles and at the same time it makes 
these stories newsworthy. In all cases, the story revolves around the problematic fit 
between the 'negative' industrial repertoire and the 'positive' cultural repertoire. In the 
three articles, some attempts are made to resolve this problem. The most explicit attempt 
is made by a local bookshop owner, who argues that the entrepreneurial spirit in the city 
is inspired by the fact that the city is still not attractive in a physical sense: 'We miss the 
cosiness of an old, historic city here. So everybody has to be very creative to make 
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something out of it' (de Graaf, 2000). Although one could argue about the plausibility of 
this argument, the most interesting aspect for this narrative analysis is that an attempt is 
actually made here to combine both repertoires in one plot.  
 
8.3 Beyond a traditional repertoire and a modern plot 
 
The reason [for putting the product Tilburg in the market] is simple: one benefits from it, 
especially in economical sense. It is good to position the city as an attractive city for 
visitors, investors, and students. It also helps to implement municipal policies as effectively 
as possible. In other words: every self-respecting city markets itself professionally. (College 
B&W Tilburg, 2003) 
 
In the abstract urban tales chapter, David Harvey discusses how the diminishing transport 
costs and the consequent reduction in spatial barriers to the movement of goods, people, 
money and information has heightened the significance of the qualities of place and 
strengthened the vigour of inter-urban competition for capitalist development (1989: 10). 
He moreover claims that, as a result of these changes, cities need to construct all sorts of 
logics to bring capital into town. The similarity between Harvey's argument and the above 
quote from the proposal for a new city marketing campaign for Tilburg is telling. This 
particular argument is used to convince the proposal's reader that it is pointless to 
question whether Tilburg in fact needs a profile. It seems that the authors of the proposal 
assume that we are beyond the point of questioning the repertoire of the entrepreneurial 
city. This repertoire entails an understanding of the city as a victim of coercive external 
forces. In an effort to survive these forces, a city is in a constant state of competition with 
other cities and consequently needs to react in a proactive and entrepreneurial way. One 
of the implications of urban entrepreneurialism described by Harvey (ibid.: 14) is the 
attempt to build a physical and social imagery of cities suited for that competitive 
purpose. 
 
In recent years, the city marketing practices in Tilburg have changed substantially, as the 
marketing tales section shows. The much discussed and long-term campaign 'Tilburg: 
Modern Industrial City' (TMI) has been replaced by a campaign based on a logo and two 
core values. This change resonates with some wider developments in the field of city 
marketing. Under a new heading – city branding – the emphasis has recently been shifted 
from the physical city to the image of the city. In line with contemporary marketing 
insights, the focus is now on the perception of the product rather than on the product 
itself. So it is not the city but the image that has to be planned (Vermeulen, 2002: 12). In 
marketing terms, this process is called 'concepting', which is basically 'marketing the other 
way round' (van Synghel, 2002: 72).  
 
Unlike marketing, the process does not start with a product that consequently defines 
price, place of distribution and promotion. Concepting starts with the promotion or 
communication of an idea or vision. Later on, everything else including the product is 
established to sustain the original concept. (Ibid.) 
 
In order to identify a city, branding involves the frequent use of a specific name, symbol, 
logo or design (or combination thereof), so that the city can be distinguished from its 
competitors in a succinct and easily assimilated way (cf. Bramwell and Rawding, 1996: 
204). According to Mommaas (2002: 34), brands derive their attraction largely from the 
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fact that they introduce a certain order or coherence to the multiform reality around us 
and that they thus enable us to more easily 'read' each other and our environment of 
places and products. As a result, there should be a balance between recognition – namely 
reference to commonly accepted symbols and values – and distinctiveness through a 
unique and appealing combination of elements. In the case of Tilburg, some of these 
developments are reflected in the new marketing campaign, such as the frequently used 
logo and the decision to focus on the image of the city rather than on the city itself. 
Instead of looking at the characteristics of Tilburg, the name of the city itself is the brand, 
as the authors of the proposal declare. However, as I argue in the following, the decision 
to make Tilburg into a brand with the capital T as its logo, is in my view more than a local 
adaptation of new city marketing trends. First and foremost, the choice for the new 
campaign should be seen as an attempt to overcome the shortcomings of the TMI 
campaign. The reference to an old repertoire associated with the past industrial city, 
despite its modern plot, proved difficult to sustain.  
 
Since its launch, the TMI campaign has been criticized for evoking associations with 
smokestacks, pollution and greyness. As a reaction to this, the municipality started to 
emphasize the modern aspect of the slogan and the city: Tilburg should understood as a 
modern city with modern industries. However, the industrial associations persisted, and 
more than a decade after the introduction of the TMI slogan, the authors of the proposal 
still refer to its emotionally charged history (College B&W Tilburg, 2003). From a narrative 
point of view, one could argue that the TMI slogan continued to evoke a specific set of 
associations which one could label as the previously discussed repertoire of the industrial 
city. In our contemporary society, the industrial city remains associated with, among other 
things, pollution, greyness, blackened buildings, manual work, collectivity, poverty and 
bad sanitary conditions. By linking Tilburg with its industrial past, the TMI slogan 
suggested such an image of social and physical depression. As the discussion in the 
marketing tales section shows, this suggestion remained prominent throughout the use of 
the TMI slogan, despite attempts to explain that a modern industrial city aims to attract 
clean and high-grade industries.  
 
If one subsequently looks at the argumentation for choosing the T style as it is discussed 
in the marketing tales section, this is, among other things, a choice against slogans. 
According to the authors, a slogan would be too limited and would not reflect the current 
diversity in Tilburg. As a result, it would hinder collaboration with other parties in the 
city. Broad support for the new city promotion is deemed essential for success (ibid.). The 
introduction of the T style is then, in the first place, a choice for a neutral campaign that 
aims at gaining broad support. Rather than having to search for a new, singular plot to 
replace the 'Modern Industrial City' story, a more flexible practice is created. Relying less 
on a single plot, the new campaign allows for the building of a more loose network around 
the symbol of the T. The symbol itself provides little in terms of plot, but both the way the 
core values were selected (i.e. through intensive consultation) and its wide and playful 
applicability, picture it as more connected and anchored. If one looks more closely at the 
two core values and at what people associate with them, one can also identify references 
to two earlier discussed repertoires. The value 'innovation' is linked with, among other 
things, the cultural industry, creativity, trendiness and the tendency to take risks and seize 
opportunities, while 'decisiveness' is linked with an entrepreneurial spirit, result-
orientedness, sincerity, go-getters, common sense and workmanship. These associations 
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clearly dovetail with the repertoire of the cultural city and the repertoire of the industrial 
city. However, these references are only loosely associated with the T logo and as such 
they play a marginal role in the new marketing campaign.  
 
From a narrative perspective, this discussion of the marketing tales shows how the 
indirect references to the industrial past in the previous campaign also contributed, to 
some extent, to its abolishment. Moreover, it shows the strength and perseverance of the 
associations people have with an industrial city. Despite the argument that Tilburg was, or 
should become, a modern industrial city, the people associated the new slogan and 
campaign primarily with smokestacks, pollution and greyness.  
 
8.4 An absence of repertoires 
 
Looking at the previous discussions of the various urban tales about Tilburg, there seems 
to be a recurring theme of deficiency. The authors of the Tilburg Cityform study argue 
that the fact that the city lacks a distinctive image and its urban structure cannot be 
stereotyped easily, make Tilburg difficult to interpret (Doevendans et al., 1993: 5). The 
argument in the proposal for the new city marketing campaign is that Tilburg's image was 
and still is vague and thus needs a new impulse (College B & W Tilburg, 2003).  
 
In the case of the external newspaper articles, the story is a bit more complicated. 
Although these articles do not identify a specific lack, they all have problems interpreting 
the recent rise of the cultural scene in Tilburg. Just like the other concrete tales, these 
newspaper articles suggest a lack of well-established ways to interpret the city of Tilburg 
and its urban life. Such a lack can also be seen in an extract from one of the life stories, as 
one of the interviewees talks about the Reeshof. She says that she used to find it a terrible 
neighbourhood and always thought that the people who lived there were not quite right in 
the head. Now she lives there with her husband, and she argues that they cannot explain 
to other people why they love living there. Evidently, they cannot put their appreciation of 
their neighbourhood into words. This lack of words could be understood as the absence of 
suitable and accepted repertoires to discuss the Reeshof. Apparently, there are no well-
established phrasings in which one can express one's enthusiasm for this urban area that 
has almost 40,000 inhabitants. In my view, this cannot be seen in isolation from the way 
we talk about residential areas like the Reeshof in the Netherlands. Since the 1960s and 
1970s large urban extensions have been added to Dutch cities, and in the professional as 
well as in the public debate these areas are criticized for their uniformity and supposed 
dullness. Associations and meanings like these have become well-established over the 
years at the expense of more positive evaluations. Although many people live there to 
their complete satisfaction, it is not generally acceptable to talk positively about these 
residential areas, and the Reeshof seems to be no exception to this.  
 
The problem to talk positively about the Reeshof appears to chime with the absence of 
Tilburg in the personal urban tales chapter. The earlier discussed observation of an 
anonymous interviewee that Tilburg used to be a dark city is one of the few times that 
Tilburg is explicitly mentioned in the various life stories. One of the other times is in the 
life story of Chérie Cohen, when she talks about her move to Tilburg and how, to her 
surprise, the people in her block of flats turned out to be so nice. 
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So when we got our first house we came to live between the Tilburgers [inhabitants of 
Tilburg] and I thought it was marvellous. People in those days were already critical of 
Tilburg: they didn't think much of it. But as an 18-year-old with two children they looked 
after me terrifically. They said that if I needed something I could always ask them and they 
also offered me a cup of coffee. (Chérie Cohen, October 2006) 
 
The fact that Chérie says that people 'already' used to be critical of Tilburg suggests that, 
in her view, they are still critical of Tilburg today. As said, such a reference to the image of 
Tilburg as a whole is made only very occasionally in the personal urban tales chapter. In 
fact, these references are so few that it makes one wonder about the place Tilburg has in 
the life of these inhabitants. One might expect urban dwellers to talk more explicitly 
about their home town in an interview on their life story in relationship to their place of 
residence. The only other occasion on which Tilburg is mentioned in other life story 
interviews is when it is compared with Belgium. Some interviewees discussed the ideas 
they had about moving to Belgium and how it reminded them of a Tilburg from bygone 
days.  
 
I've got the feeling that if you go out on the street on a Sunday in Belgium, then it's the 
same as it used to be here 25 years ago. Like it was here back then. I just miss the 
comfortableness if you go to a bar or if you go out to eat somewhere. It's all much cosier 
over there. (Fons van Hest, November 2005) 
 
In descriptions like these references appear to be made to the earlier mentioned repertoire 
of community, although the emphasis on cosiness gives these accounts a specific twist. 
However, for me, the most telling aspect of examples like these is that there are so few of 
them. The virtual absence of Tilburg from the various life stories suggests a certain degree 
of taken-for-grantedness among the interviewees. This could be related to the fact that 
most interviewees were born and raised in Tilburg and never considered moving to 
anywhere else. As a result, Tilburg is a constant factor in their lives and thus did not 
needed to be discussed in the telling of their life story. The only occasions that people 
actively reflected on Tilburg was in relation to Belgium or if they had lived somewhere else 
before (in this case, in Rijswijk in the Randstad and in Enschede). In line with this, and as 
the following section shows, they also compared the various neighbourhoods in which 
they used to live. Obviously, this does not mean that urban dwellers do not reflect on their 
place of residence. After all, most people occasionally find themselves in situations – like 
birthdays and other social meetings – in which they need to reflect on the place in which 
they live. So, it is not so much the case that they do not reflect on Tilburg at all, but that 
they do not seem to consider it necessary to do this actively in the telling of their life 
stories. As the personal urban tales from Almere show, those interviewees did reflect on 
their place of residence in their life stories. In section 4.1.3, I already discussed how the 
two groups of interviewees from both cities differed in this respect. Since Almere is a new 
town, most interviewees had consciously decided to move there and consequently 
reflected on the difference between Almere and the other places in which they used to 
live. As a result, they frequently evoked more widely used tales of the city and urban life 
that took their stories beyond individual experiences and unique settings. 
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8.5 The loss of community  
 
I lived in a blue-collar area, a working-class neighbourhood, in fact. In those days, these 
were all normal people; people who were in construction or worked in the factories. It was 
just enormously pleasant and cosy. If there was, for instance, a severe frost in winter, we'd 
cover a little square with water. Just to make an ice rink. That was always very nice. And 
music outside, table outside, some beer on top and then something of a party. The same 
thing happened in the summer, if it was convenient. A typical working-class 
neighbourhood. A lot of sitting on the steps. Especially when it was warm; then everything 
was taken outside. (Fons van Hest, November 2005) 
 
As noted in the concluding section of the previous chapter, the interview with Fons van 
Hest was interspersed with his childhood memories and the boyish pranks he used to pull. 
These anecdotes gave Fons the opportunity to sketch the carelessness and camaraderie of 
his youth. On various occasions during the interview, he recalled how he and his friends 
prowled around the district. Looking back, he primarily noted that everything was much 
more unrestricted in those days. Everything was possible and allowed, and this never led 
to any real problems. An occasional fight was only a temporary ripple on the water. 
Afterwards, everybody would shake hands and everything was forgiven and forgotten. In 
descriptions like these, Fons constantly depicts his neighbourhood as a place with a strong 
social network: people knew each other and even when there were problems, they used to 
resolve them. When he talks about Kruidenlaan in the Wandelbos – the neighbourhood 
he used to live in – he repeatedly stresses the cosiness of the regular social gatherings. 
People used to do things together and public space was an integral part of social life. By 
portraying Kruidenlaan in these more general terms, Fons takes his youth in a working-
class neighbourhood in Tilburg beyond the particularities of his own life story. For 
instance, when he talks about people sitting in front of their houses, this is more than a 
memory from his own youth alone. It alludes to a more general image we have of people 
sitting in front, rather than at the back, of their houses in such neighbourhoods. Fons uses 
this generally accepted way of talking about working-class neighbourhoods to explain how 
life in Kruidenlaan used to be. Descriptions like these, about the busy street life and the 
strong social ties, furthermore evoke the repertoire of community. The way Fons talks 
about the Kruidenlaan of his youth corresponds to the more general idea of a 
neighbourhood as a traditional community – with an integrated and stable social network 
and based on a sense of belonging – as it is articulated in the repertoire of community. As 
we have seen, in this repertoire these particular ideas are most often related to rural 
societies or, as we can see in Fons's account, to bygone days.  
 
A similar logic can be observed in the interview with Noud Hersmus. In telling about his 
working life, he depicts himself as a hard-working man among hard-working men and 
women. His work as a coalman primarily brought him to the old city and on several 
occasions during the interview he told about the working-class neighbourhoods and its 
inhabitants. Many people had to work hard to survive and did not have a lot of money. 
Just like Fons in his life story, Noud brings to mind the repertoire of community when he 
talks about these neighbourhoods.  
 
You used to know the whole street; this street and the other side of the Hoefstraat as well. 
You knew it from door to door. And now we say: who is still living there? It is only rarely 
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that they try to make contact with you on the street. It's not that people have become 
worse, but the cosiness is gone. The geniality. (Noud Hersmus, November 2005) 
 
For Noud, Tilburg is no longer the same. In his interview, he describes the fading away of 
the mutual trust, the cosiness, the geniality and the fact that everybody used to know one 
another. So, just like in the interview with Fons van Hest, the repertoire of community is 
used to describe neighbourhoods of bygone days. When talking about Kruidenlaan, Fons 
argues that it is not the same as it used to be. His old neighbourhood is going downhill 
and the community feeling of the olden days seems to have been lost. Fons discusses how 
more and more antisocial people and foreigners are moving in, while others, like his 
mother, are moving out because of the crime and what that brings with it. According to 
Fons, this development is not limited to this particular neighbourhood: many working-
class neighbourhoods in Tilburg are going through similar changes. The same can be said 
for post-war urban extensions like Stokhasselt and Heikant in Tilburg-Noord. Several 
interviewees discuss how Tilburg-Noord changed for the worse over the years and how it 
was 'flooded' with foreigners. In his interview, Geert Maas recalls his youth in Noord and 
how you could drop by at the neighbour's house back then. Noord was a real 
neighbourhood in those days, he declared. Now, none of the old neighbours still lives 
there and he too has moved away. His parents recently fled from there as well, Maas 
recounts, because it no longer felt safe. In a similar vein, Myra van Esch recounts how 
more and more people from different nationalities have moved into Tilburg-Noord and 
how this partially contributed to her giving up her teaching job there. Both interviewees 
talked frankly about this and both indicated how the recent changes in Noord made them 
feel uncomfortable. Maas mentioned how he no longer felt at ease in Noord, and van Esch 
talked about the large cultural differences and how it was sometimes difficult to cope with 
them. Again, such descriptions hint at a loss of community, in the sense that these 
interviewees seem to argue that the inhabitants of Tilburg-Noord are increasingly 
dissimilar and do not belong to the same social network.  
 
In narrative terms, one could argue that various life stories refer to the same repertoire 
(the repertoire of community) and even tell a similar plot (the loss of community). In the 
local tales section, too, there are some examples of comparable stories. In those cases, 
however, the same development is interpreted by telling different plots. For example, the 
discussion about the Westpoint tower and the account of the felling of the lime tree both 
tell about the transition from a traditional society to a modern society. In his booklet on 
the oldest inhabitant of Tilburg, Paul Spapens observes that the lime tree had to give way 
to the development of Tilburg. Two big rearrangements of the Heuvel square – one in the 
1960s, the other in the early 1990s – sealed the fate of the tree that has always been vital to 
the image of the city (Spapens, 1994: 23). In Spapens's account, the tree represents the 
natural vitality of the past, while the stone-covered square represents the cold modernism 
of the future. The appeal of his telling about the felling of the lime tree is that Spapens 
turns it into a wider story about the natural versus the modern, of the old versus the new. 
This is not just a tree being cut down: the tree is used as a metaphor for the loss of the 
Tilburg of bygone days. Likewise, the discussion about the Westpoint tower is more than a 
story about a new apartment building: for instance, some people argue that Tilburg is 
using metropole-like symbols to become a modern city. In trying to get to grips with this 
new development, people make Westpoint part of a larger story about Tilburg catching up 
and about the development of a traditional village into a modern city. In contrast to 
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Spapens's tale about the lime tree, the discussion about the Westpoint tower values this 
development from traditional to modern more positively. Although some are critical 
about the new building, most comments appreciate the fashionable and sophisticated 
image of Westpoint. In the discussion, the transition to a modern city is more often 
depicted as a step into adulthood than a loss of bygone days.  
 
8.6 Journeys of personal development  
 
Looking at the previous discussion, the life stories from the personal urban tales section 
and the publications from the local tales sections seem to share a certain nostalgia for 
bygone days. Tilburg in general and its neighbourhoods in particular are described as 
being inferior to the way they used to be. At first sight, it is somewhat surprising to see 
people talk in this way about where they live. However, if one looks more closely one can 
see that the interviewees never talk downright negatively about their own neighbourhood 
and, as discussed at length earlier, they only very occasionally talk about Tilburg as a 
whole. In the end the life stories revolve around the individuals who are telling them and 
these individuals often tell a story about their life with a distinctly positive plot. If we look 
at, for instance, the life story of Chérie Cohen, we first and foremost see an engaging story 
of a reticent young wife turning into a successful businesswoman. 
 
At the time I was very withdrawn and quiet, and I was constantly reading books. I read and 
I studied and they thought that I was a bit strange. Nobody had much money and if we 
occasionally had some, I bought books. They then asked me if it would not have been 
better to have bought a nice new sweater. (Chérie Cohen, October 2006) 
 
During her interview, Chérie was initially somewhat critical about herself, especially while 
discussing her first years in Tilburg. She painted a picture of a withdrawn bookworm who 
used to sit at home watching the children, while all the neighbours went to the disco. This 
tone of voice changes when she talks about leaving her first husband and trying to manage 
life by herself. She argues that she was still a wallflower in those days, but she was also 
convinced that she did not want to receive alimony. In the following years she studied 
pedagogics in order to get a job, but this proved to be very difficult. Eventually, her 
involvement in the women's liberation movement and her background in the catering 
industry made her start her own cafe. In this part of her life story, Chérie no longer depicts 
herself as a wallflower, but as someone who will not be trifled with. She removed 
unwanted clients from the cafe and turned it into a thriving business. Over the years, she 
opened several more cafes and if the second house and the golf tournament at the end of 
the interview signal one thing, it is Chérie's success as a businesswoman.  
 
This story of a wallflower becoming a businesswoman turns Chérie's life story into a 
journey of personal development and emancipation. Looking back on her life so far, 
Chérie creates a plot of personal growth and in doing so, she takes the story beyond the 
particularities of her own life. This corresponds to the widely known and often told story 
of a woman who struggles out of the grasp of her upbringing and her first marriage and 
who eventually reaps the rewards of this struggle. This well-known story is retold here in a 
unique but familiar way. Chérie also links her personal development explicitly with her 
business successes. Besides the earlier mentioned no-nonsense approach, she also depicts 
herself and her partner as pioneers when she argues that they opened one of the first 
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grand cafés in the Netherlands and that they had the first outdoor cafe on Piusplein. 
However, Chérie also suggests on several occasions that her business success is the result 
of favourable circumstances. For instance, when she talks about getting a mortgage for the 
first cafe, she stresses the extraordinary situation of being able to buy a house while having 
no job. Moreover, Chérie only realized afterwards that the success of her first cafe was 
partially based on the fact that the lesbian employees behind the bar were attracting quite 
a few men. However, the life story told by Chérie Cohen is more than an account of her 
working life. As she concludes at the end of the interview, her involvement with the 
women's emancipation movement is a recurring theme in her life. In addition to the sense 
of development of the personal journey plot, the references to this avocation create some 
continuity and consistency in her life story. Chérie's unremitting commitment to women's 
emancipation moreover indicates a steadfast character. So, in telling her life story she 
evidently had the possibility to stress both her development and her consistency.  
 
In a similar vein, Marie-Thérèse Blomme creates a sense of coherence in her life story. 
There are two distinct fragments in her life story that address how she learned to cope 
with differences: one in her youth and one when she was a single parent with young 
children. During her youth, she lived in a middle-class district adjacent to a working-class 
neighbourhood, and she recalls how children from that neighbourhood used to pick on 
her. At the time, Marie-Thérèse was unaware of the differences between children with a 
middle-class or a working-class background and she did not understand why she was 
called a stuck-up. In her perception, there were no differences, but she felt that along the 
way those differences were forced upon her by others. Later in the interview, she returns 
to this when she discusses her move to a working-class neighbourhood after her divorce. 
This move was controversial among her friends from the affluent Professor Dondersstraat, 
who questioned her move to a neighbourhood that has so many problems. During the 
interview she countered their criticism by arguing that for her it is not important where 
you live but how you live. However, after her children were beaten up for going to hockey 
training, she also realized that the class difference would always matter to their working-
class neighbours. Again, differences between herself and others were forced upon her, 
which makes her relationship with the inhabitants of the working-class neighbourhood 
somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand she is very enthusiastic about the way that 'those 
people were really living together', while to them she remained an outsider. For another 
interviewee – Myra van Esch – the relationship between herself and the adjacent working-
class neighbourhood was more straightforward: 
 
As a child I was always a bit afraid to cross that working-class neighbourhood. I didn't like 
to go there and I didn't play there. I still remember that there was a little sweet shop in that 
neighbourhood, and once in a while we were given five cents to buy some sweets. But I 
never had the courage to go there on my own. It always posed something of a threat. The 
children who lived there were quite loud-mouthed and they screamed at you and they 
grabbed you and they always looked a bit grubby. I never felt any affection for those 
children. (Myra van Esch, December 2006) 
 
In these examples, both Marie-Thérèse and Myra seem to be sensitive to the idea that the 
neighbourhood in which someone lives somehow reflects on that person. This is most 
explicit in the account of Marie-Thérèse, who seems to be aware of this when she 
positions herself towards the neighbourhood and its inhabitants. She clearly articulates 
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her positive attitude towards both, but also distinguishes herself from them. So, although 
she lived in a working-class neighbourhood she was not from such a neighbourhood. As 
such, her account differs from the life stories of several other interviewees which are 
deeply rooted in the working-class and textile history of the city. 
 
8.7 Local pride in a Calimero city 
 
I always was very clever with my hands and I used to watch what the others did. I used to 
watch the other team when I had my hour and a half lunch break; to see how they did it, to 
learn. So I learned to do textiles by looking and doing. In those days, you had two 
categories: those with and those without a textile diploma. Those with a textile diploma 
used to get a bit more money, but I earned as much as they did since I produced as much 
as they did. I worked at the machines in the weaving mill and I was paid for every shot with 
the shuttle. (Gerrit Dingemans, November 2005) 
 
Some life stories explicitly recount Tilburg's history as a textile city. Gerrit Dingemans, for 
instance, used to work in the textile factories before the textile industry collapsed. 
Although Dingemans has retired now and enjoys maintaining his allotment, he still vividly 
remembers working the textile machines. For me, his story is a good example of how the 
more general history of a city is reflected in the lives of the people living there. The 
extracts from the interview with Gerrit Dingemans in the personal urban tales chapter 
show how the decline of the textile industry in Tilburg implied that he had to change his 
job in his late thirties. The impact of this can only be read between the lines in the 
account of the interview, if at all, but here it suffices to say that he still had fond memories 
of his work in the textile industry. Evidently, the textile industry is an important and even 
essential part of his personal life story as he told it to me. In my view, this shows how we 
must not underestimate the importance of the industrial history of Tilburg for some parts 
of its population. In line with this, it is interesting to revisit the discussion about the 
Kruikezeiker in the local tales section. In November 2004, Mayor Vreeman questioned the 
submissive pose of the Kruikezeiker, arguing that it did not fit the proud and self-
confident attitude that inhabitants of Tilburg should present. Evidently, the Tilburgers had 
a different opinion and stated that they preferred the self-mockery and self-relativization 
of the humble Kruikezeiker. They did not mind being associated with this docile, humble 
looking figure of a labourer holding a jug filled with human urine in his hand. Just like in 
the interview with Gerrit Dingemans, this example suggests that the association between 
the textile industry and part of the population in Tilburg remains strong.  
 
This association has been discussed in other concrete urban tales as well, but not always in 
positive terms. In the external tales section, for instance, the inhabitants of Tilburg are 
characterized on the basis of their supposed modesty, gloominess and inferiority complex. 
On several occasions a reference to the cartoon figure Calimero returns, most notably 
expressed by former mayor Stekelenburg who was struck by the minority complex of the 
local inhabitants and the fact that they were not inclined to talk enthusiastically about 
their city (van der List, 1999). As discussed earlier in this chapter, these characterizations 
were related to the repertoire of the industrial city. In the plot of those tales, this 
repertoire was used as a historical contrast, a picture of how Tilburg used to be. According 
to the authors of these tales, Tilburg has experienced an upswing and its inhabitants have 
left their gloominess and modesty behind. In a way, the argument of these tales is that the 
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inhabitants of Tilburg abandoned the submissive pose of a labourer and gained more self-
esteem. Above all, this is a plot that fits the main plot of those tales in which Tilburg 
developed from an industrial into a cultural city. Apparently, this development also 
required a change of attitude among the local population. Nowadays inhabitants should 
be proud of themselves and of their city.  
 
A similar perspective can be found in the marketing tales section. In the proposal for a 
new marketing campaign, a story is told about how the new image of Tilburg must appeal 
to a wide variety of people (College B&W Tilburg, 2003). The authors elaborately argue 
how their new approach is more connected to and anchored within the whole of the local 
population. Instead of focusing exclusively on economic actors, the new campaign wants 
to address all people and aims to do justice to the diversity in Tilburg. However, in doing 
so, the references to the industrial past of the city are eliminated. So, although the authors 
of the proposal argue that the new approach is more anchored within the local society 
than the previous campaign, it does not relate explicitly to the industrial past that is 
valued so much by the local inhabitants. Or to put it otherwise, despite a plot on local 
anchoring the new campaign is explicitly not related to values that are held high among a 
part of the local population. After all, the idea of city marketing implies a conception of 
the city as a commodity to be marketed and advertised. Whatever the reality of city life, 
the marketing of cities implies the nature of the city as a homogenous entity whose 
identity can be encapsulated and subsumed under a single image. In the end, this image 
will always be oriented towards the needs and desires of external audiences that need to 
be lured into the city. Consequently, as this study also suggests, the experiences and 
stories of local inhabitants will be considered to be of lesser importance. 
 
8.8 Concluding remarks 
 
In this polyvocal story, the narrative analysis of the various urban tales on Tilburg creates 
a complex story of that city which provides an insight into the interplay between the 
attempt of the narrators to give meaning to their own experience and the meanings that 
prevail in the wider social and cultural context. By using the concepts of emplotment and 
interpretative repertoire, the analysis reveals how the stories about this particular city 
both reflect the subjective and the intersubjective dimensions of the story telling process. 
Subsequently, this chapter shows if and how the various urban tales on Tilburg intertwine, 
in a narrative sense, and as a result it comprises a previously unavailable image of this city. 
In the end, this image principally reflects the pluriformity and heterogeneity of the various 
voices. These narrators all tell unique stories about Tilburg. However, in doing so, they 
evoke certain well-established ways of talking about the city and urban life in general. The 
allusions to these interpretative repertoires take the various urban tales beyond the 
individual experiences and, consequently, make them comprehensible and familiar for a 
wider audience. In some cases, the narrators evoke comparable interpretative repertoires 
and construct comparable plotlines, but ultimately each narrator appropriates these 
narrative features in a very distinct way.  
 
One could therefore say that the polyvocal analysis in this chapter shows how the various 
urban tales progressively started to overlap and intertwine, but in the end only did so to 
some extent. Moreover, the analysis shows some possibilities and limitations that exist for 
talking about the city of Tilburg. Even though other urban tales about Tilburg would 
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surely evoke other interpretative repertoires and construct other plotlines, and even 
though other narrative analyses of these tales would come up with additional repertoires 
and plots, this analysis still shows some of the ways one can and does talk about Tilburg.  
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9. CONCRETE TALES OF ALMERE 
 
 
Almere is a new town situated north-east of Amsterdam in the south of the province of 
Flevoland. The city is located in a polder that was reclaimed from the IJsselmeer in the 
second half of the twentieth century. The first houses in Almere were built in 1976, and 
since then the city has grown tremendously. In August 2006, Almere had over 180,000 
inhabitants and, according to population forecasts, this number will grow to 
approximately 220,000 by 2010. The fast growth of the city is closely related to the lack of 
affordable housing in the northern wing of the Randstad. Since the 1960s, the Amsterdam 
region and the Gooi region have been short of houses, especially single-family dwellings 
with a garden. Almere provided the area with this type of house and in the beginning the 
city primarily attracted large numbers of inhabitants from the Amsterdam region. 
Currently, Almere is made up of three urban districts: Almere-Stad, Almere-Buiten and 
Almere-Haven. In the coming years three new districts will be built: Almere-Poort, 
Almere-Hout and Almere-Pampus. The city centre has recently been redeveloped; the 
process comprised enlarging the shopping area and constructing various high-rise blocks, 
for both residential and business purposes. According to current ambitions, Almere will 
have some 350,000 inhabitants in 2030. 
Figure 27: Almere in the region 
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This chapter has a similar structure to that of the chapter containing the concrete tales of 
Tilburg: it subsequently discusses the planners' tales, marketing tales, external tales, and 
local tales. In each section, various examples of the different types of tales are presented. 
In section 2.4.2 and section 4.1.2, the selection of the concrete urban tales, as well as of the 
writing up of these tales, is explained comprehensively. The analysis of these concrete 
urban tales is discussed after the rendition of the personal urban tales in a distinct 
chapter.  
 
9.1 Planners' tales of Almere 
 
In contrast to what one might expect of a city with such a short history there are many 
publications on the spatial development of Almere. They were written not only by people 
who were involved in the process of planning Almere, but also, and perhaps even more, by 
architects, spatial policy makers and urban planners who were not involved in its 
planning. The development of Almere was discussed intensely in professional circles and 
beyond. Initially, there were fierce debates on the original urban plans for Almere, and the 
debate continued even after the plans had been realized. Academics and professionals 
continued to question the development of Almere and, in recent years, Dutch geography, 
spatial planning and architecture journals (e.g. Archis and Rooilijn) have published special 
issues on the more recent urban development of Almere.  
 
Most of these publications by urban planners, architects, academics and spatial policy 
makers on Almere are not discussed here, but I nevertheless want to allude to some of 
them in this introductory paragraph. An interesting overview of the history of Almere 
from a planning perspective is given by, for instance, Nawijn (1988), who interviewed 
about sixty employees of the Rijksdienst voor de IJsselmeerpolders (the government 
department for the IJsselmeerpolders) for his book Almere: hoe het begon ('Almere: how it 
began'). Van der Wal (1997) wrote In praise of common sense: planning the ordinary on the 
design history of all new settlements in the polders surrounding the current IJsselmeer 
from 1920 onwards. This well-documented book encompasses, among other things, 
extensive planning histories of Lelystad and Almere and a discussion of the position of the 
physical planner in the process of planning and realizing these cities. Petra Brouwer – a 
regional planner, and architectural historian at the Free University Amsterdam – wrote 
her Van Stad naar Stedelijkheid ('From City to Urbanism') in 1997. In this book, she 
elaborately discusses four spatial plans for Almere and Lelystad. She uses these plans to 
describe the development of the ideas on urban design in the twentieth century. An article 
by Brouwer that is partially based on this book is presented below. 
 
Also two other tales are discussed here. At the end of this section an article by Jaap Jan 
Berg and Barbara Nieuwkoop on Castle Almere is included. Some ten years ago, the plan 
was launched to build a replica of a medieval castle in Almere, and this plan, as well as its 
execution, caused a lot of discussion both in and outside Almere. The other tale discussed 
here is an article written by Davelaar and van Willigen. The article is a short version of a 
more elaborate report in which the original urban development plans for Almere are 
discussed. Although the article was written in 1971 and is thus considerably older than all 
the other tales in this book, it is discussed here because it is essential for understanding 
the contemporary discussions on Almere.  
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9.1.1 Almere: a new city with a new concept 
 
In 1971, the report Verkenningen omtrent de ontwikkeling van de nieuwe stad Almere in 
Flevoland ('Observations on the development of the new city of Almere in Flevoland') was 
published in the Staatscourant (the Dutch government gazette). This report, written by 
members of Projectgroep Almere, was turned into an article for Stedebouw en 
Volkshuisvesting (the Dutch journal on urban planning and housing). The article became 
the starting point of a lengthy debate in this journal on the pros and cons of Almere. This 
debate allowed the initial goal of the article, namely to strengthen the idea of the 
Verkenningen report as a discussion paper, to be achieved (Brouwer, 1997: 148). This 
section presents the argument of the article by Davelaar and van Willigen (1971). 
 
In the beginning of their article, Davelaar and van Willigen (ibid.: 147) compare the 
Zuiderzee Project to the Deltawerken.52 The first always stood in the shadow of the latter, 
they argue, but since the Zuiderzee Project is approaching the northern part of the 
Randstad the situation is changing. The possibilities of the new land that is reclaimed 
from the former Zuiderzee are of great importance, Davelaar and van Willigen claim. They 
sum up the similarities between the two national projects: both aim to increase the 
security against the water, to improve the fresh water balance and to shorten the traffic 
routes between various parts of the country. In their view, however, the Zuiderzee Project 
has an additional benefit: the enormous gain of space. This extra aspect will be made 
subservient to the national spatial development: Almere and the southern part of 
Flevoland are explicitly presented as an essential part of the northern wing of the 
Randstad, and in that capacity Almere needs to play a role in the solution of the problems 
of the wider area. The central question the authors pose in their article is how Almere can 
respond to the increasing lack of space in the northern wing of the Randstad.  
 
After the introduction to the article, Davelaar and van Willigen (ibid.: 149-151) discuss the 
extent of the overflow of people from the northern wing of the Randstad to Flevoland in 
general and to Almere in particular. According to the prognosis, Almere would have 
between 125,000 and 250,000 inhabitants in the year 2000. Due to the large difference 
between the minimum and the maximum estimate, a large degree of flexibility in the 
execution of the plans is of importance, Davelaar and van Willigen argue.  
 
This margin seems in all respects reasonable due to all kinds of uncertainties with regard to 
the natural growth of the population, the average housing occupation, the land use, the 
density of the building developments, continuation of flexibility on the old land, the 
availability of the financial means, and the rate at which all sorts of measures, e.g. urban 
regeneration and development, are taken and realized. (Ibid.: 150) 
 
The subsequent section of the article focuses on the position of Almere within its regional 
setting. The authors state that the close proximity of Almere to the Randstad means that 
the city is predestined to accommodate various activities that otherwise would have been 
                                                 
52
 The Zuiderzee Project and the Deltawerken are the two main national projects in the twentieth century to 
protect the Dutch from the sea. The Zuiderzee Project aimed to dam up the Zuiderzee and create the 
IJsselmeer, and to reclaim large parts of land in this new lake for agricultural and residential purposes. The 
Deltawerken is a defence system that protects the provinces of Zeeland and Zuid-Holland against high tides in 
the North Sea. 
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located in the Randstad. These activities – such as housing, work, and care provision – will 
always have a reciprocal relationship with the Randstad and especially with Amsterdam 
and the Gooi region.53 The lack of space in these areas means that the house building pace 
of Almere needs to be fairly high, Davelaar and van Willigen reckon. However, this should 
not be at the expense of the quality of the housing conditions. 'On that matter the 
building of a very high percentage of single-family dwellings (90%) is of importance, 
especially because a relatively large number of high-rise buildings are situated on the 
adjoining old land' (ibid.: 151). However, these low-density developments in Almere almost 
lead to an antithesis with regard to the traffic planning, the authors argue.  
 
On the one hand there is a necessity to create a living environment which fulfils the 
contemporary needs while it also offers sufficient value for the future. This point of 
departure requires, among other things, a fairly low average density of buildings and 
enough greenery. In addition, through various causes, there is a clear tendency of 
increasing car ownership of which the maximum is not determined yet. On the other hand 
there is insufficient space available at the adjoining old land in the northern wing of the 
Randstad, both with respect to the planning, territory, and finances, to expand the capacity 
of the traffic to such a level that it should be possible to commute by car unrestrictedly 
from the new urban quarters and the new cities to the old city centres, in which 
employment, shopping facilities, and sociocultural institutes are usually concentrated. This 
                                                 
53
 The Gooi region is located to the south-east of Amsterdam in the province of Noord-Holland. The area is 
known for, among other things, its well-heeled population.  
Figure 28: Almere-Haven 
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situation requires a substantial development of public transport, which due to business 
economics entails the guarantee of sufficient traffic at each bus stop in the residential 
areas. This last requirement is often rendered into a fairly high density of buildings in the 
surroundings of such a stop. With this the antithesis seems to be complete. (Ibid.: 153) 
 
The authors conclude this section of their article by stating that Almere should contribute 
to the solution of the housing shortages in the northern wing of the Randstad without 
creating extra traffic problems in the region. Several policy instruments are discussed that 
could help to minimize the possible future traffic problems. In the subsequent section, 
some geophysical data of the area are discussed. The relatively brief argument focuses on 
the fact that some areas are more suitable for high-density building, because these areas 
will bed down less than other areas. Besides being more suitable for high-density building, 
these areas are also considered to be more suitable for Almere's first housing 
developments.  
 
After the sections on the number of inhabitants, the relationship between Almere and the 
old land, and the geophysical situation of the new land, the authors turn to the urban 
structure of Almere. They state that the first step in the process was 'to find that a concept 
which offers the best guarantees for the best possible spatial organization of the society 
and which meets the demand for diversity with regard to the composition of the living 
environment' (ibid.: 155). They add to this that an 'urban concept' has to be understood as 
something different from an 'urban structure': the former implies a more abstract level 
than the latter. Every concept has the possibility to encompass various urban structures. 
Five different urban concepts were considered: complete dispersion, one nucleus, one 
nucleus with some dispersion, polynuclear, and polynuclear with some dispersion. These 
alternative concepts were examined on the basis of ten functional and morphological 
criteria.54 As a result of this study, which features in the article as a full-page matrix, the 
last concept was chosen: polynuclear with some dispersion. According to Davelaar and 
van Willigen, this concept corresponds with gebundelde deconcentratie ('clustered 
dispersal'), a concept that featured prominently in the Second National Policy Document 
on Spatial Planning, although the urban concept proposed for Almere is more a meso level 
version of that concept.  
 
One of the great advantages of this concept is the opportunity to fully integrate all 
activities of society. Another essential advantage concerns the internuclear spaces which 
create the possibility for intensive use of green belts and which meet the demand to let as 
much inhabitants as possible live at the edge of urbanized areas as to enable alternate 
participation in different environments. The polynuclear structure also makes it possible to 
make the decision for the realization of the separate nuclei which is most suitable for that 
particular moment. (Ibid.: 155) 
 
In the subsequent sections of the article the consequences of a polynuclear structure are 
explored. The sizes of the various nuclei are discussed and then the authors elaborate on 
different elements of the urban structure. Some important aspects of the future city are 
examined, such as the size and site of the first nucleus, the living environments, the 
                                                 
54
 The functional and morphological criteria are: differentiated living environments, accessibility, proximity, 
flexibility, relation with open space, own identity of the parts, forum quality, business climate, possibilities 
with regard to existing environment, and costs (Davelaar and van Willigen, 1971).  
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location of distinctive facilities, the location of industrial zones and recreation facilities, 
and the traffic structure.55 On the basis of these aspects and the functional and 
morphological criteria mentioned before, several models are developed for an urban area 
with a minimum of 125,000 and a maximum of 250,000 inhabitants. Four distinct 
alternatives are shown (ibid.: 164) and explicitly presented as provisional illustrations. 
Changing interpretations of the basic criteria and the testing of these criteria can still lead 
to differences in form and character, the authors argue. They add that the points of 
departure can also change in the course of time. Davelaar and van Willigen conclude by 
stating that they have the impression that the polynuclear concept makes it possible to 
adequately process not yet expected developments (1971: 165).  
 
9.1.2 Boomtown Almere: form follows lifestyle 
 
As mentioned in the introduction to this section, Petra Brouwer wrote a book on four 
spatial plans for Almere and Lelystad. In the case of Almere, Brouwer focuses on two 
plans: the previously discussed Verkenningen report and the design for Almere-Haven. On 
the basis of these chapters in her book, Brouwer wrote an article for Archis, a Dutch 
magazine for architecture, city and visual culture. The article is printed both in Dutch and 
in English and I have used the latter for the citations in the following text. At the 
beginning of her article, Brouwer states that although it is hard to see Almere as anything 
other than an endless expansion of individual dwelling preferences, the city – as a concept, 
as an urbanist entity and as a living environment of idealist design – deserves a prominent 
place in the history of Dutch planning and urbanism (1999: 10). 
 
The article starts with a short history of the emergence of south Flevoland from the waters 
of the former Zuiderzee, and a short history of Almere, which is located in the south-west 
corner of that new polder. Brouwer consequently asks how this new city turned out. Her 
answer addresses in the first instance the Verkenningen report, which she describes as: 
 
[A] prosaic reader with the odd diagram or two. As if the designers of 'the city of the future' 
felt that the proposed solutions went without saying. As indeed they did, since several 
basic premises were not open to discussion. Such as the decision, taken at the outset, that 
ninety per cent of the housing would consist of single-family dwellings because this was 
what was mainly lacking in the Randstad. The ideal inducement in other words to persuade 
people to move to a brand-new city in an otherwise empty polder. (Ibid.: 11) 
 
Brouwer continues by stating that the decision that Almere should consist of several more 
or less independent cores, each with its own central amenities, was just as unshakeable as 
the preference for a low-rise city. In the following section she describes the advantages of 
this polynuclear structure: besides the flexibility it created to adapt to changing 
circumstances – linked here to the fact that the eventual size of Almere had been put at 
between 125,000 and 250,000 – the polynuclear structure also made it possible to 
overcome some of the problems that had come up during the construction of Lelystad. 
 
                                                 
55
 In the original plans the idea was that Almere should accommodate a branch of an Amsterdam university or 
another large employer in the service sector, such as a branch of the national media complex, which is located 
in the nearby Gooi region. Neither plan was implemented in the intended way. However, recently two 
branches of the University of Amsterdam moved to Almere.  
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[A]s the construction of Lelystad (begun in 1963) had demonstrated, it was no easy task 
fitting a town centre into a new, still growing urban area. To make the city attractive to 
newcomers it was necessary to start building the centre straight away, as close as possible 
to the first residential areas. Only then it was possible to offer people a congenial living 
environment right from the word go. On the other hand, this required enormous up-front 
investments that would only be recouped if and when the city attained its projected size. 
And not only that, a centre hemmed in by suburbs cannot grow in step with the city. For 
the sake of future expansion it is necessary to set aside land right in the city centre, but this 
means condemning the first residents to years of crossing a stretch of wasteland on their 
way to the shopping centre, hardly an inviting prospect. By opting for a multicore 
structure, the idea of one city with one centre could simply be dropped and the vicious 
circle broken. (Ibid.: 11) 
 
At this point in her article, Brouwer argues that in the Verkenningen report and other 
policy documents, Almere is not presented by means of a spatial plan, but as a process 
requiring spatial structuring. The long-term objective – building houses for the Randstad – 
was the driving force behind this process, while the actual spatial design was left until last 
(ibid.: 11).  
 
In the subsequent section, the idea of the polynuclear city is related to the theoretical 
debate about urban design in the 1960s. The house moving behaviour on the old land 
created a pattern of urbanization that was similar to that in Almere. Due to the increased 
prosperity and an explosive growth in car ownership, more and more people were moving 
Figure 29: Tussen de Vaarten, Almere-Stad 
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out of inner urban areas into outlying suburbs and commuter towns. The most cherished 
dream of Dutch citizens was a low-rise house with a garden set in green and peaceful 
surroundings, but not too far from first-class amenities. The significance of the new urban 
landscape was extensively debated by social geographers and planning professionals. Was 
this exodus a drift away from the city or was a new definition of city and city life needed? 
Brouwer argues: 
 
The city had lost its monopoly on urban life. Indeed, for the modern mobile urbanite, full-
fledged urban life was no longer to be had at the level of the city, but only at the macro 
level of the urban district, a conglomeration of large and small cores. Ignoring municipal 
boundaries people had come to see the urban district as a single housing market, 
employment zone and recreation area. (Ibid.: 12)  
 
According to Brouwer, the speed of the suburbanization process made the government 
fear that the whole country would become a uniform sea of houses with here and there a 
sliver of green. A compromise was made between protecting the landscape and satisfying 
the suburban ambitions of a large part of the population: the Second National Policy 
Document on Spatial Planning introduced the concept of 'clustered dispersal'. 'The whole 
country was divided up into urban districts made up of four types of spatial entity, 
differing in numbers of inhabitants, level of services and housing density. Green buffer 
zones would prevent the urban areas and the cores they contained from growing together' 
(ibid.: 12). The desire in national policy for variation and differentiation was 
accommodated by the polynuclear structure of Almere: each core was to have its own 
distinct identity, and within each core different residential milieus would be created. 
 
In the penultimate section of the article, Almere is contrasted with Amsterdam: the 
suburban versus the urban. When the plans for Almere became increasingly concrete it 
became obvious:  
 
…that Almere was to be 'a village-like settlement' rather than 'a massive city of a quarter of 
a million inhabitants', a debate erupted in the popular and professional press that was to 
continue for many years. The RIJP [the department for the IJsselmeerpolders] was 
constantly accused of anti-urban sentiments because of the strong emphasis on 'living in 
the countryside'. It was feared that the one-family home surrounded by greenery would 
turn Almere into a Dutch Los Angeles. (Ibid.: 13) 
 
The fact that feelings ran so high was in the first instance due to the plight of the old inner 
city areas, Brouwer argues. The money and energy used to stimulate suburbanization 
could better be invested in urban renewal, the critics of Almere argued. This debate 
quickly turned the vote for or against the construction of Almere into a battle for or 
against the compact city. Brouwer further argues that the choice for or against the 
compact city was regarded primarily as an ethical issue (ibid.: 14). Accordingly, she makes 
reference to Richard Sennett's The Use of Disorder (1970), in which he denounced the 
inhabitants of suburbia, the 'puritanical' middle-class family, and articulated the case for 
the compact city in extreme terms. Brouwer conveys Sennett's argument as follows:  
 
Prosperity had enabled them [the middle-class family] to leave the city and to shut 
themselves off, or to associate exclusively with their peers. They had deliberately chosen to 
escape the chaos of the city where it was impossible to avoid people who thought 
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differently, where argument and confrontation, but also understanding and tolerance, were 
an integral part of daily life. The result was a suburbanized society in which the 
harmonious middle-class family had become the norm (Sennett, 1970: 47-61). A suffocating 
norm that led to ever more conformity and uniformity. To free themselves from their 'guilt 
over conflict', Americans needed to return to the city, preferably a high density one. This 
would be a society involving many dissatisfactions and even much loneliness, but it would 
be real to the extent that men would live honestly, without myths of painless harmony 
(Sennett, 1970: 186). (Brouwer, 1999: 14-15) 
 
Sennett's argument, Brouwer claims, was reflected in the Dutch debate in which the 
acquired wealth of the middle classes was played off against the emotional sincerity of the 
old urban quarters, the one-family home against the apartment, the fragmented city 
against the compact city, the car against public transport, and homogeneity against 
diversity (ibid.: 15). As such, she continues, the struggle for urban renewal turned into an 
ideological battle against the middle-class way of life, in which the architectural critics 
readily took the side of moral correctness. The architectural critics had just rediscovered 
the city, and urbanity belonged, in their view, exclusively to the compact city. This point 
brings Brouwer to her concluding statement for this section: 
 
The ideological rejection of the middle-class way of life and tastes has made it impossible 
for people to see anything positive in the architecture and urban design of suburbia. The 
facades and streets are assigned precisely the same characteristics as their inhabitants: they 
are nostalgic, cosy, romantic. A world of facades. From the very beginning the construction 
of Almere has been described in these terms and helping to build Almere has been equated 
with the 'passive' acceptance of anti-urban trends, in other words, the embourgeoisement 
of the affluent society. It was 'not done' to find Almere attractive because it accepted the 
status quo and expressed it as best it could. (Ibid.: 16) 
 
In the last section of the article, two recent plans are discussed: Ruimtelijke 
Ontwikkelingsstrategie Almere (ROSA) – a spatial planning strategy for the year 2015 
drawn up by Riek Bakker – and the master plan for the expansion and upgrading of 
Almere-Stad from the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA). ROSA queried 
whether Almere is producing new, large-scale 'suburbs' for the Amsterdam urban district, 
or whether it is becoming an urban district in its own right. The problems noted in ROSA 
indicate that the first is still the case: 
 
[T]here is a lack of employment and services and it is demographically skewed. The 
abundance of public green space is a drain on the budget and the stream of commuters 
creates daily traffic jams. In order to make the leap to full-fledged urban environment and 
to invest in employment and full-scale urban facilities requires huge injections of money, 
but the market and government would soon lose their readiness to invest in the city were 
Almere to signal a brake on growth after 2005. (Brouwer, 1999: 16) 
 
Brouwer signals an ambivalent attitude in ROSA with regard to Almere: there is an 
emphasis on variation and differentiation within the city, and there is a strong demand for 
coherence.  
 
In ROSA it is proposed that the various environments should be brought together in a new 
relationship and 'welded together into a single city' by means of consolidation in the 
existing cores, a limited amount of developments in the 'inter-nuclear green spaces' and 
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transformation of the A6 highway, which runs through Almere, into an urban corridor 
lined by high-rise. (Ibid.: 17) 
 
Comparable terms, Brouwer argues, crop up in the second recent plan discussed in the 
article: OMA's master plan for the city centre. This design includes an office zone, a partial 
redevelopment of the shopping centre and a lakeside cultural centre. Most of the 
development would be between the current shopping precinct and the lake on a desolate-
looking site that was specifically set aside for future expansion in the original town plan of 
1976 (ibid.: 17). According to Brouwer, OMA's approach is a clear departure from Almere's 
tradition of flexibility regarding the layout of the town centre. To make her case, Brouwer 
(ibid.: 17) quotes OMA in saying that one huge advantage of that plan is that, if well 
executed, it will give Almere an attractive and unique inner-urban environment 'in one fell 
swoop'. For Brouwer this ambitious plan sounds like an echo of the optimism with which 
mega structures were erected in the old city centres in the late 1960s/early 1970s. However, 
according to her it is also evidence of the strength of Almere's polynuclear concept, which 
can accommodate both attempts to create more difference and variation and attempts to 
create more coherence. 'It literally and metaphorically gives the city space in which to 
expand, to change, to consolidate' (ibid.: 18). Brouwer subsequently concludes the article 
as follows: 
 
A low-rise city made up of a constellation of villages and small towns in a sea of green: that 
was the original vision of Almere. A Gooi for the ordinary man and woman. 'The 
Figure 30: Skyline of the new city centre 
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disadvantage of this national wonder is that it is dressed in commonplaces', the publicist 
H.J.A. Hofland wrote. Almere is the anti-Utopia. Its designers were not concerned to 
change the status quo. Quite the reverse in fact. Almere's radicality lies in its meticulous, 
unerring extrapolation of the status quo. One finds no longing for a new beginning here, 
only a refined enlargement of everyday reality, or at least, of one aspect of it: the dream of 
suburban living cherished by a large section of the population in today's affluent society. 
Whether we find that reality attractive is a completely different question from whether we 
find the forms in which it is expressed beautiful or ugly. Given that reality, Almere got the 
right design, by the right people, at the right time, in the right place. A national wonder 
indeed. (Ibid.: 18) 
 
9.1.3 A thought-up monument in a thought-up city 
 
The last tale discussed in this section is a short article about the development of a castle in 
Almere. The article – Een bedacht monument in een bedachte stad ('A thought-up 
monument in a thought-up city') – was written by Jaap Jan Berg and Barbara Nieuwkoop 
for the Dutch professional journal Archis (1999: 62-63). Just like the previously discussed 
article by Petra Brouwer, this article is printed in the journal both in Dutch and in English. 
I have used the latter for the citations in the main text. The idea to build a replica of a 
castle in Almere is commented on in the beginning of the article: 
 
In a city like Almere, where growth is the chief raison d'être, they are waging an ongoing 
war against mediocrity. When the municipal council selected OMA's plan for the city 
centre, it was a daring move. It's a major step towards achieving urban identity. That 
growing-up is a process dogged by contradictions is made only too clear by the plans to 
erect a 'medieval' castle. It all began in 1997, with a cri de coeur from the councillor for land 
development. He noted to his dismay that young couples from Almere were exchanging 
their marriage vows en masse in picturesque little castles in the 'old' countryside and not in 
Cees Dam's wedding tombs.
56
 What Almere needed was something to evoke the same 
romantic notions and atmosphere. (Ibid.: 63)  
 
Initially the councillor wanted to buy a castle somewhere in Europe and rebuild it in 
Almere. But nobody wanted to finance the plan. Eventually, Tijs Blom – a real estate 
developer – proposed building a replica in Almere of Jemeppe castle in Hargimont, 
Belgium. The plan was accepted, to the discontent of Berg and Nieuwkoop:  
  
The castle is to be located in the Weteringpark, beside the A6, and will be part of a 
complex resembling a cross between a catalogue of medieval building and a garden show. 
It is to house a swish hotel, concert and conference halls, tennis courts, a swimming pool, 
show gardens (themselves replicas of decorative gardens at Appeltern in Groningen), 
stables and a treadmill.
57
 The project will occupy 23 hectares in all. A moat is to be dug 
around the castle, linking up with the lake of Weerwater.
58
 (Ibid.: 63) 
 
The project was not without its adversaries. The liberal democratic party (D66) was 
critical of the fact that the land was sold for ten guilders a square metre, far below the 
commercial value of the site. They also criticized the architecture of the castle: 'There was 
                                                 
56
 Cees Dam was the architect who designed the modernistic city hall of Almere.  
57
 It is more likely that the gardens referred to here are those of the village Appeltern in the province of 
Gelderland. 
58
 The Weerwater is a lake in the middle of Almere, south-east of the city centre. 
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a sense amazement that a city where modern architecture ruled should be satisfied with a 
replica. Populist architecture they called it, and quite unsuited to Almere' (ibid.: 63). 
Judging by their concluding remarks the authors seem to share the critique of the liberal 
democrats. 
 
The castle is the consequence of the city council's willingness to allow the market place to 
interpret the residents' requirements. That such an interpretation appeals to the most old-
world romantic sentiments is most befitting for a city in desperate search for its identity. 
As there is no historical stratification to provide that identity, it has to be generated by 
raising the city's profile. Meanwhile the financing is in place and the mayor is already 
looking forward to the ball celebrating the city's 25
th
 'birthday' – to be held in the castle 
donjon. (Ibid.: 63) 
 
9.2 Marketing tales of Almere 
 
In 1998 Almere attracted national attention with a promotional campaign that was 
intended to improve the image of the city. Although the phenomenon of a city marketing 
campaign was not new in the Netherlands, the scope and approach was. As part of the 
campaign, a commercial featuring a song about Almere was made for prime-time TV. The 
novelty factor of a song used to market a city in combination with the large audience of 
the TV commercial led to the campaign being much talked about. In the following section, 
the campaign is discussed as an example of a marketing tale of Almere. In general, 
Figure 31: City hall 
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marketing tales are stories about the transformation, or at least enhancement, of the 
image of a city. Local politicians, policy makers, marketeers and communication experts 
tell these stories in an effort to sell a city to external investors, higher authorities, visitors 
and possible future inhabitants.  
 
The 1998 promotional campaign of Almere is discussed here by means of an article by 
Thom Ummels, who at the time was director of the Stichting Stadspromotie Almere (SSA; 
the foundation for city promotion in Almere). Besides the song the campaign revolved 
around the slogan Het kán in Almere ('It is possible in Almere'). The slogan is still used, 
although since June 2003 the theme We schrijven geschiedenis. Elke dag ('We write history. 
Every day') has been added to the general slogan. In 2005, the SSA and the municipality 
decided to make a new city marketing plan for Almere. The Berenschot consultancy 
agency was commissioned to draw up the plan, and Berenschot employer Hans Snel was 
appointed interim manager of the SSA. In November 2006 the new city marketing plan 
was accepted by the city council. It was decided that the plan, as it is presented here, 
would be the basis for the new city marketing activities of Almere. At the same time, the 
SSA was converted into a 'city marketing organization' and renamed Almere City 
Marketing (ACM). In the second section the new city marketing plan is discussed in more 
detail, but first Ummels's article on the preceding campaign is examined.  
 
9.2.1 It is possible in Almere  
 
In 1999 Thom Ummels wrote an article on the first promotional campaign of Almere: Het 
kán in Almere: spraakmakende promotiecampagne van nieuwe stad ('It is possible in 
Almere: high-profile promotional campaign of new city'). In the following text, this article 
– in which Ummels describes the process of the campaign from the original idea to the 
evaluation – is discussed in more detail. According to Ummels, the origin of the campaign 
can be traced back to a meeting of the mayor and the city council in 1997. The meeting 
was about the future growth of Almere and the new developments that were planned. 
These developments, ranging from the expansion of the city centre to the growth of the 
number of events with national appeal, were used to take on the place promotion and city 
marketing in a more profound and intensive manner (Ummels, 1999: 33). After a few 
discussions the preparation of the campaign started.  
 
A central element in the preparation of the campaign was a study conducted by the 
Positioneringsgroep ('positioning group') from Hilversum (ibid.: 34). This study, which 
was commissioned by the municipality, consisted of 30 in-depth interviews with opinion 
leaders in economics and administration. Questions were asked about the image of 
Almere, about the knowledge interviewees had of Almere, and about the positive and 
negative associations they had with the city. It became obvious that Almere had a diffuse 
image that was not so much negative as grey (ibid.: 34). Although Almere was built on the 
bottom of the Zuiderzee and has grown since 1976 to a city with 140,000 inhabitants, and 
although these developments attract attention at home and abroad, the image is grey. The 
Positioneringsgroep recommended that a promotional campaign was needed and that this 
campaign should involve not only target groups like entrepreneurs and opinion leaders 
but also the inhabitants and local business. Another recommendation was that the 
campaign should focus not on the facts and figures, but on feelings of attachment (ibid.: 
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34-35). The study showed that people, both in and outside Almere, were not emotionally 
attached to the city. 
 
The report of the Positioneringsgroep was used in the process of selecting an advertising 
agency. Several agencies were asked to present ideas for a new campaign to the 
municipality. Because of the scope and the complexity of the campaign, several national 
advertising agencies were selected. They had to produce a creative concept that could 
generate attention and would position Almere as an extraordinary brand (ibid.: 35). 
Eventually the advertising agency PPGH/JWT from Amsterdam was chosen to draw up a 
marketing plan. In the autumn of 1997 this plan was accepted by the city council and a 
budget of 2.7 million Dutch guilders (1.23 million euros) was allocated. Ummels (ibid.: 36-
37) argues that the city council had taken a brave step. It was after all a huge budget for an 
issue that would quickly be compared with other issues. People would ask questions: 'Why 
so much money for promotion? Could it not better be spent on the maintenance of 
greenery or on lamp posts and the like?' (ibid.: 37). Possibly to counter such critique, the 
city council demanded that the costs for the campaign should not be at the expense of 
other policy fields, Ummels argues.  
 
The promotional campaign focused on both emotion and reason. The reason consisted of 
facts and figures to increase the knowledge of Almere and to make its image more 
complete (ibid.: 37). The emotion was to increase het Almere-gevoel ('the Almere feeling') 
and was particularly aimed at the inhabitants. Ummels writes that Almere consisted of a 
Figure 32: The new city centre 
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growing number of houses and facilities, but that culture and identity were lagging 
behind. This was understandable, because it took other cities hundreds of years to create 
an identity and an 'identity had to grow in the bosom of the city itself' (ibid.: 38). To 
achieve this goal it was important that inhabitants of and companies in Almere would be 
involved actively in the campaign. As an 'army of unpaid ambassadors' they would 
strengthen the public support as well as the identity process. In addition, it was also 
planned that the campaign would exude the pioneering spirit of Almere and the reclaimed 
polder land.  
 
The campaign would revolve around a slogan, a logo, and a song. The slogan was chosen 
from a limited number of suggestions and had to meet three criteria: (1) strong external 
weight, (2) a promise for inhabitants, visitors and companies, and (3) a sign of self-
consciousness (ibid.: 39). This eventually resulted in the slogan Het kán in Almere, which 
was effective in its simplicity, Ummels argues. He says the following about the song, the 
so-called Almere-lied ('Almere song'): 
 
The recording of the Almere song in the campaign was a good choice. Traditionally singing 
creates a bond. The Almere song with the title 'Stad van de vrijheid' (City of freedom) 
demonstrated the Almere feeling and became the symbol of pride and self-consciousness. 
Moreover it served as a unifying element during the preparation of the campaign. 
Inhabitants could actively contribute by singing the song at the recording of the TV 
commercial and the video. (Ummels, 1999: 39)  
 
The TV commercial was included in the campaign with the intention to reach a large 
audience in a short period of time (ibid.: 41). The Almere song carried the 'emotional' 
commercial, which alternately showed images of Almere and of singing inhabitants. The 
60-second commercial was shown on prime time television and before or after specific 
programmes. In addition to the emotions of the commercial, a facts and figures based 
advertisement campaign was started. The focus in this part of the campaign was on the 
directors of local companies, who talked about their personal working and living 
experiences in Almere. When the campaign started on 3 January 1998, the most attention 
was attracted by the TV commercial. Ummels recalls that the municipality and the 
management of the campaign were swamped with reactions and feedback: 
 
In the first place there were reactions from the media. The campaign produced more free 
publicity than was expected and hoped for. All the national newspapers, many magazines, 
radio programmes and TV shows paid attention to 'Het kán in Almere'. Not only in a 
positive manner, but it turned out that the campaign was much talked-about. (Ibid.: 46) 
 
The target groups expressed their appreciation for the courage that Almere showed. 
Ummels argues that by executing the campaign in this manner, Almere proved to be a 
municipality with guts and a city with possibilities (ibid.: 46).  
 
Ummels concludes his article by discussing the results of the campaign and by looking 
forward to a follow-up. The campaign as a whole is considered to be a success (ibid.: 47). 
On the basis of a positive evaluation the municipality decided to continue with the 
campaign. Again the advertising agency PPGH/JWT was hired for the job and the most 
important elements for this follow-up were: a deepening of the positioning, the financial 
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involvement of local entrepreneurs and a structural long-term budget (ibid.: 49). The 
deepening of the positioning should focus on the question: 'What is possible in Almere?'  
 
9.2.2 Almere: colourful and pioneering 
 
In April 2006, Hans Snel – a consultant at Berenschot consultancy agency and ad interim 
manager of the SSA – drew up a new city marketing plan for Almere: Almere kleurrijk en 
grensverleggend ('Almere: colourful and pioneering') (Snel, 2006). Here, I focus on just one 
part of this new strategy: the strategy for the content and the new creative brand concept. 
This part of the strategy covers the largest part of the city marketing plan. The other part 
of the plan – the organizational strategy and the further details for the various target 
groups – is not discussed here.  
 
The plan starts with a description of the context and the ambition for Almere in general 
and this city marketing plan in particular (Snel, 2006: 3). The starting point is the report 
Pieken in de Delta ('Peaks in the Delta'), which was written in 2004 by van Gennip, who at 
the time was Secretary of State for Economic Affairs. The report claims that every region 
in the Netherlands should make the most of its potential and that this should be done by 
using the specific advantages of each region. For the northern wing of the Randstad, the 
aim is to further develop its position as international centre for business services and high-
value international logistic activities. The Netherlands' national airport – Schiphol – plays 
a crucial role in this. According to the report, the northern wing needs to facilitate the 
further growth of Schiphol, and the space to realize this growth can be found only in 
Almere (Snel, 2006: 3). Snel continues to argue that the city is willing to accommodate this 
need for more space, provided that the future accessibility of Almere, among other things, 
will be guaranteed: 
 
Almere is prepared to fulfil this assignment, but does not want to continue to grow like the 
past 30 years. Facilities for the accessibility, cultural facilities and education lag behind the 
scale of the city. Almere wants to grow in a sound manner from being the eighth to being 
the fifth city of the Netherlands. Almere needs to become a complete city. (Ibid.: 4)  
 
The policy based on this ambition has three foci: selective acquisition, the increase of the 
loyalty of the current inhabitants and entrepreneurs, and the realization of the required 
conditions. These required conditions are an improvement of the administrative and 
official decisiveness, an improvement of the image of Almere, and the already mentioned 
improvement of the accessibility (ibid.: 4). This last condition is required to achieve the 
ambitions with regard to employment in Almere:  
 
At the moment the net outgoing flow of commuters is about 30,000 persons per business 
day (15,000 incoming and 45,000 outgoing). These commuters are hindered by the bad 
accessibility of Amsterdam and the Gooi region from Almere on a daily basis. Businesses 
should be attracted with a demand for labour that matches the existing potential. 
Considering the enormous potential, selectivity is not yet required. Every company is 
welcome. (Ibid.: 4)  
 
Besides more balance in the employment, it is also an ambition to create a more balanced 
composition of the population. More people with a high income should be attracted to 
Almere and there should be more accommodation for young people. Another ambition is 
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that the city should try to commit these new inhabitants, together with the current 
inhabitants, to the city. Through, for example, the precipitated realization of the facilities 
and the strengthening of social cohesion, the inhabitants of Almere should become proud 
of their city.  
 
In the following section the goals and target groups of the city marketing plan are 
discussed. The general goal of the plan is to 'attain a preferential position in the head and 
the heart of the selected target groups. This needs to lead to an increase of the settling in 
and visiting of Almere and an increase of the loyalty towards Almere' (ibid.: 5). These 
general targets are consequently specified for three subfields: entrepreneurship, recreation 
and tourism, and dwelling. Snel concludes this section by stating that Almere attracts 
dwellers and entrepreneurs with one important similarity: 'They are people looking for a 
place to realize their dream' (ibid.: 5). 
 
On the basis of the ambitions and goals as they are laid down in the previous sections, the 
subsequent section contains the positioning of Almere. The core of this positioning is 'the 
definition of the relevant distinguishing values of the own product' (ibid.: 7). A problem in 
this respect is that Almere is seen as an incomplete city. A large part of the target group 
sees Almere as not being in the category 'large cities'. However, within two years, Snel 
argues, Almere will be not only complete but also very distinctive. Both claims focus on 
living and working, because of the huge tasks in those fields, and are combined in a 
'positioning statement': 
Figure 33: Tussen de Vaarten, Almere-Stad 
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As second city of the northern Randstad Almere is appealing for everybody who wants to 
realize his dream in the field of living or working, because of the great variety of locations 
for business, the vast possibilities for building your own home, the inspiring and colourful 
environment of water, greenery, architecture and composition of the population, and the 
excellent accessibility. (Ibid.: 7) 
 
The positioning was developed further on the basis of an electronic boardroom session 
with 38 inhabitants of Almere, all of whom were active in various organizations in the city 
(ibid.: 24-25). These inhabitants had to score Almere on sixteen different dimensions, 
ranging from 'growth city' and 'business city', to 'city of space and tranquillity' and 
'sustainable city'. They had to say what the current identity, the expected image and the 
desired future identity of Almere was for the different dimensions. The expected image 
had to be understood as the image outsiders have of Almere, according to the inhabitants. 
It was furthermore explicitly mentioned that they had to give extreme scores in order to 
create a clear picture. However, some scores were changed into 'more realistic desired 
future identities', because the inhabitants of Almere were inclined to overemphasize the 
imperfections of the city (Snel, 2006: 8). This process of changing the various marks can 
be scrutinized if one compares the actual findings of the electronic boardroom sessions as 
they are presented in appendix 3 of the report (ibid.: 25) with the presentations of these 
findings in the main text (ibid.: 8). A comparison of the two shows how several scores 
given by the inhabitants of Almere were changed. If one looks at, for instance, the 
description of Almere as 'city of space and tranquillity' in the appendix, one can see that 
the inhabitants gave this dimension a 7 out of 10 (for the category 'desired future 
identity'). In the main text of the eventual plan, this score was changed to 4 out of 10. 
Similar changes were made to such dimensions as 'nightlife city', 'residential town' and 
'sustainable city'. All these dimensions were valued higher by the inhabitants than by the 
marketeers. The direct result of the downgrading of these four dimensions was their 
absence from the selection of dimensions to be used to market Almere.  
 
The six dimensions chosen were: 'city of modern architecture', 'city in the water', 'event 
city', 'shopping city', 'city of subcultures' and 'city of entrepreneurs'. This may seem a lot, 
but according to Snel, a city operates on various markets and needs several strong 
dimensions (ibid.: 8). These six dimensions can be divided into two groups. With regard to 
the first three dimensions, the image of the current identity came close to the desired 
future identity. However, according to Snel, this is not yet the case and further 'product 
development' has to take place. As long as the desired identity is not achieved, prudence is 
in order in the marketing of Almere on these dimensions (ibid.: 8). With regard to the last 
three dimensions, Almere has high ambitions: the current identity receives low marks, but 
the desired future identity scores high marks. On one of those dimensions – Almere as 
shopping city – the aim at first is to make the city complete for the own inhabitants, while 
the eventual aim is to appeal on a regional and even on a national scale (ibid.: 9).  
 
In the subsequent section of the city marketing plan, the process in which the core values 
of Almere were established is discussed briefly. The municipality had chosen four core 
values for Almere and those values were presented to the 38 inhabitants during the 
electronic boardroom session. According to Snel (ibid.: 10), the core value kleurrijk 
('colourful') provoked little discussion: it is widely applicable and distinctive. The core 
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values waterrijk ('watery'/'full of water') and groen ('green'/'greenery') are too one-
dimensional: by choosing the value 'colourful', both values are in effect already included, 
Snel argues. The fourth value, vernieuwend ('innovative'), had been replaced by the more 
unique dimension grensverleggend ('pioneering'). In the subsequent text both core values 
of Almere – colourful and pioneering – are related to the characteristic and developments 
of Almere. The author also remarks that both values can be translated into English and 
that this gives a nice result: 'catchy' and 'edgy' (ibid.: 10).59  
 
In the last section of the plan discussed here, the creative brand concept is introduced. 
Snel (ibid.: 12) observes that the current brand concept – Het kán in Almere ('It is possible 
in Almere') – can be maintained, albeit with a stronger emphasis on the core values 
colourful and pioneering: 
 
It is tempting to change over to a new brand concept in a new city marketing strategy. We 
find that 'Het kán in Almere' is still very useful in the years to come. It is the message to 
people that they can realize their dream in Almere: connect to colourful and pioneering 
and find the evidence in various achievements in the recent past. Finally, the slogan enjoys 
a relatively large nationwide fame. (Ibid.: 12)  
 
9.3  External tales of Almere 
 
In the tale of Thom Ummels, as it is discussed in the previous section, reference is made to 
a study on the image of Almere. One of the findings of that study was that Almere had 'a 
diffuse image which was not so much negative, but above all grey'. After selecting articles 
and books for this external tales section, I find it very difficult to agree with these findings. 
If outsiders have a grey image of Almere then this is not reflected in the way many 
outsiders write about the city. The majority of the publications by outsiders I encountered 
had an outspoken sceptical or negative tone. Of course, sometimes Almere is portrayed in 
a more favourable light, but more often the tone of these external tales resembles the 
qualifications included in the article Almere is vooral mooi vanaf de fiets ('Almere is mainly 
beautiful when seen from a bike') by Eddy van der Ley in the national newspaper 
Algemeen Dagblad (31 December 1998). In this article, Almere is called a 'hideous box of 
building blocks', a 'heartless polder town' and a 'repository of overstrung Amsterdammers' 
(inhabitants of Amsterdam).  
 
Some of the tales included below share this negative tone. The newspaper articles by Geert 
van Istendael and Pieter Hoexum, for instance, come to a similar conclusion: do not go to 
Almere! Both articles give an account of a one-day visit to Almere and both describe the 
city as a failure. In a similar vein, the article by Elsbeth Stoker on Castle Almere is critical. 
On the other hand, the tales by Henk Hofland and Bob Witman have a more positive tone. 
Witman discusses the change from Almere as a collection of single-family dwellings to a 
place that architectural tourists like to visit, while Hofland tries to uncover the miracle 
behind Almere's facade.  
                                                 
59
 It is not clear in the text if the author's liberal translation of the core values kleurrijk and grensverleggend is 
intentional or not. If his translations were translated back into Dutch, the result would be pakkend in the case 
of 'catchy' and nerveus or prikkelbaar in the case of 'edgy'. These meanings differ as much from kleurrijk and 
grensverleggend as 'colourful' and 'pioneering' differ from 'catchy' and 'edgy'. I therefore use 'colourful' and 
'pioneering' rather than Snel's own translation throughout this text. 
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The five publications I have included are only a small selection; I found many more 
appropriate tales, mainly in the national printed media. Over the years all the large 
national newspapers and news magazines have printed various articles on Almere. Four of 
the following tales appeared in national newspapers like de Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad 
and Trouw. The essay by Hofland is, so to speak, the odd one out. His tale was published 
in a book that was commissioned by Overlegorgaan Bouwnijverheid – a collective of 
builders who helped to construct Almere. His essay is included here as a prominent 
example of an outsiders' view on Almere with an explicitly positive tone.  
 
9.3.1 The discovery of Almere  
 
In 1994, Henk Hofland – one of the most prominent and valued Dutch journalists – was 
asked to write a long essay on Almere. The essay, along with photographs by Jan Derwig, 
was published in a book titled De ontdekking van Almere ('The discovery of Almere'). 
Hofland starts his essay by reporting on his search through various editions of De Grote 
Winkler Prins.60 In the seventh edition (1966) Almere is not mentioned, in the eighth 
edition (1979) Almere has 19 lines and in the ninth edition (1989) the city merits 57 lines. 
Hofland is astonished:  
 
                                                 
60
 De Grote Winkler Prins is a voluminous and prestigious Dutch-language encyclopedia. 
Figure 34: Stedenwijk at the Weerwater 
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While in ten years time a city developed which was unimaginable ten years before that, 
while within one decade twenty times as many people started living there, the attention for 
this miracle – the birth of a city – is, measured in lines, exactly tripled. (1994: 7) 
 
Almere is a miracle, Hofland argues, a city that cannot be found anywhere else in the 
world: 'Maybe it vaguely resembles Magnitogorsk, the merciless product of the Soviet 
system; or Brasilia, which has the uncontrollability of the gigantic; or the American 
suburbs, which were designed in a wave of post-war prosperity optimism' (ibid.: 7). But 
this is only a fuzzy comparison, according to Hofland, because in Almere there was 
nothing before the city was built. The place where more than 100,000 people were now 
living used to be the seabed. The lack of attention to this miracle, as demonstrated by the 
lack of lines in the encyclopedia, results from the fact that we – Dutch men and women – 
take this miracle for granted: 
 
Everything which forms the foundation for this great city, a history of a hundred years 
which starts with the first plans to reclaim the Zuiderzee, proves to be something of a 
natural given for the Dutch. (Hofland, 1994: 7) 
 
This makes the Dutch both too casual and too modest, Hofland says. He makes a 
comparison with the Americans, who created an enormous legend out of the frontier and 
the Wild West. In his view, the battle against the water, which the Dutch have fought for 
centuries and are still fighting, deserves the same kind of myth and legend. For Hofland, 
the reclamation of land from the sea is the Dutch frontier. 
 
Hofland proceeds with the description of a train journey from Amsterdam to Almere, a 
journey from the old land to the new land. The expression 'old land' holds great 
significance, Hofland argues, because the old land is the area whose history goes back 
centuries. 'The past is fixed there in the lines and the colours, the rock solid parcellations, 
the weather beaten walls, its obedient little church towers and the worn-out junk of its 
terrain vague, the furrowed familiarity' (ibid.: 8). In the train, this old land ends when one 
crosses the Hollandse Brug ('Holland bridge') that spans the IJmeer:  
 
Here the new plain begins, the spatial liberation, the uninterrupted horizon, a railroad 
embankment through a landscape which is Dutch in its colours, its airs and its order, and 
grand in its nature. Twelve minutes from Amsterdam central station: a fox that trots 
quietly alongside the railroad, a flock of roe deer, farther down the yellow blanket of a field 
of coleseed and even further down the fringe of a wood like a fringe of a wood should be. 
(Ibid.: 8) 
 
After a few minutes, however, the Netherlands presents itself again to Hofland: he sees the 
first suburbs of the new city. When he arrives at Almere central station, he again struggles 
with the taken-for-grantedness of it all: 20 years earlier, this area had consisted of mud, 
reed, swamp and water and now there was a modern station, a square, a fountain, a gate, 
shopping streets, an arcade. According to Hofland, it is:  
 
[T]he liveliness and the diversity of a city, like it has always been there since modern 
building was introduced in the Netherlands. Everything about Almere gives that 
impression: no doubt about it, this is a city. But how old? The stones say: young. The life, 
the atmosphere, the moving on the street, the playing children, the shopping people, the 
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taken-for-grantedness of the whole says that this has a routine, a friendly familiarity, of an 
agelessness that every city, wherever it may be, should wish for. That is the mysterious 
essence of Almere. (…) The new city in which people live as if it has 'always' been there. 
This is the essence, the secret of the taken-for-grantedness. (Ibid.: 9) 
 
Nevertheless, it is fairly easy to discover the origin of this city, Hofland writes. In the 
subsequent part of the article he tries to trace the origin of Almere by tracing the dream 
that founded the city. A very Dutch dream, Hofland states: 'no less grand in its ambitions, 
no less daring in its will to accept the responsibility for the future of hundreds of 
thousands, but Dutch: a dream that ought to lead to tangible and useful results' (ibid.: 9). 
The dream in which Hofland recognizes the first spark of Almere was dreamed by Cornelis 
Lely. Lely (1854-1929) – an engineer and politician who played a pivotal role in the Dutch 
battle against the water – initiated the closure and the reclamation of the Zuiderzee. His 
dream was the start of a history of the Dutch reclaiming land from the Zuiderzee and 
creating various polders that eventually formed the territory for the province of Flevoland 
in which Almere is located.  
 
The direct history of the conception of the city starts demonstrably between 1958 and 1961 
when the thinking about the future of the Randstad led to the conclusion that cities 
needed to be built in the south of Flevoland to keep pace with the population growth. The 
notion is developed further in the Second National Policy Document on Spatial Planning 
from 1966. (Ibid.: 11) 
Figure 35: Zadelmakerstraat, city centre 
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The history of Almere officially began on 15 March 1971, when the Verkenningen omtrent de 
ontwikkeling van de nieuwe stad Almere in Flevoland ('Explorations with regard to the 
development of the new city Almere in Flevoland') were published in the Staatscourant 
(the government gazette). In this report on the urbanization of southern Flevoland, a 
polynuclear city was foreseen, one that would have 125,000 to 250,000 inhabitants around 
the year 2000. Hofland places this report in a wider tradition that started with the dream 
of Cornelis Lely. The creation of a city that will be realized within the lifetime of the 
people who have planned it is an advanced form of planning, Hofland argues. This is more 
than an extension of an existing city; it is the creation of nothing less than a world, a whole 
that did not exist before (ibid.: 12). At this point, Hofland inserts a quote from a book by 
Nawijn (1988:41). Following Nawijn, Hofland quotes H. de Boer, one of the planners 
involved in Projectgroep Almere:  
 
I sometimes had the feeling that the group was too limited. I, and others as well, were 
afraid to give a final image. For who were we to determine at that moment the look of that 
city for years to come. One day that could inspire me tremendously, but often it also was 
paralysing. (Hofland, 1994: 13) 
 
Hofland concludes that inspiration exceeded paralysis and continues to tell the story of 
ideas that had been turned into practice: the plan for Almere became the city of Almere. 
He tells of the first people living in Almere, the pioneers, who 'were dropped out in the 
wild' (ibid.: 16). He also tells of a city that, similar to the American boomtown, has 
witnessed an enormous growth. This growth was accommodated by a flexible plan in 
which the city was divided into different nuclei, each with its own identity. Because of the 
flexibility of the original plan, it has not been fundamentally changed despite the 
changeability of the political sphere (ibid.: 18): 
 
There is a city with three nuclei. The first, Almere-Haven, meets the old demands of 
hospitality, the sine qua non of birth. The second, Stad, has in its construction the principle 
of largeur, the allure which proves that the provinciality has been abandoned. The third, 
Buiten, has taken the essence which was put down in the second. As such the city appears 
in her three nuclei as a whole to the one who, like me, has tried to be more than a 
superficial visitor. In every phase of the development every form of building fulfilled its 
own function. Therefore it makes no sense, or it even is not justified, to speak about 
'cosiness' or 'frumpiness'. One can wonder at the fact that they built canals in Almere-
Haven, but it is of far more significance that the concept as a whole worked at that time 
and has now proven its viability. (Ibid.: 18)
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This constructed city has, Hofland continues to argue, taken root. Within 18 years, 100,000 
people had come to Almere from all over the Netherlands. To a certain degree, they all 
started as emigrants and their children will be the first generation born in Almere. 
Irrevocably, they all share the signature of the new city: 
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 The naming of the various urban districts of Almere has always been rather prosaic. Almere-Stad stands for 
'Almere City', Almere-Haven for 'Almere Harbour', Almere-Poort for 'Almere Gate', and Almere-Hout for 
'Almere Wood'. Almere-Buiten cannot be translated so straightforwardly; 'Buiten' can refer to the countryside, 
to the outerside, or to going outdoors. Almere-Pampus, then again, is named after a small island which is 
located between Almere and Amsterdam.  
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They are the first real Almeerders [inhabitants of Almere] in the making, urbanites in 
whose society habits and traditions originate, a chauvinism grows, which will possible 
bring about a new dialect which will characterize 'the' Almeerder: the born and bred 
Almeerder. (Hofland, 1994: 19) 
  
Hofland's argument now returns to the paradox of Almere: this national miracle is covered 
with taken-for-grantedness. A finished polder has lost all of its appeal for the Dutch. In 
addition, all the efforts to create this polder and this city went into a horizontal result. Not 
an eye-catching vertical skyline but a horizon of flat land with low houses. Hofland 
continues: 'A flat surface does not raise eyebrows, it does not make demands on the eye, it 
is no challenge for the imagination, it assimilates in the vast realm of taken-for-
grantedness without opposition' (ibid.: 19). This is one of the hidden reasons for the 
underestimation and carelessness with regard to Almere, Hofland argues.  
 
In the concluding paragraphs of his essay, Hofland places Almere at the end of an era. 
While Almere was being built, the Dutch stopped reclaiming land from the sea. No new 
polders were created, no new land was made. Almere is the final piece. This Dutch 
boomtown tops off our Frontier, originating from the Dutch version of the Wild West, on 
the basis of and according to the rules of one of the most perfectionist welfare states (ibid.: 
21). Hofland ends his essay by talking to some people who live in Almere. The question 
whether they ever want to go back to the old land sounds so absurd at a certain point that 
he no longer even bothers to ask.  
 
In Almere everything is new; a replica from the Golden Age cannot be found there. It has a 
short history which is more than charming, and someone who looks carefully will have no 
problems seeing that the new city and the new land are beautiful too, beyond comparison. 
(Ibid.: 22) 
 
9.3.2 An everyday ideal  
 
In the planners' tales section it was mentioned that a series of books was published in 2001 
to celebrate the fact that Almere had existed for 25 years. This occasion was also covered 
in various national media. Articles were published in several newspapers and popular 
magazines, and TV programmes on Almere were broadcast. The Dutch broadcasting 
association VPRO, for instance, dedicated a whole evening to Almere on the public TV 
channel under the heading Paradijs in de Polder ('Paradise in the polder'), and the weekly 
news magazine Vrij Nederland ('Free Netherlands') published Dossier Almere, a collection 
of articles in which the city is portrayed as the 'bride' of the Randstad. In this section an 
article from the national newspaper de Volkskrant is discussed. The article, written by Bob 
Witman (22 November 2001), is titled Een alledaags ideaal ('An everyday ideal') and begins 
as follows:  
 
Almere has existed for 25 years. Little houses with gable roofs, a small garden at the front, a 
small garden at the back: from the beginning the polder city was marked by a starchy kind 
of building. Suddenly that changed. Sometime, in the early nineties, it changed. Nowadays 
architectural tourists head for Almere by the dozen and the city is seen as an interesting 
laboratory for urban planning. (Witman, 2001)  
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Witman subsequently situates his article where the history of Almere started: the 
Schoolwerf. Here the first groups of houses were built in 1976. The blocks were designed 
by the architect van Stigt as honeycombs in which the houses faced each other and 
shielded the inner court from wind, polder and street (ibid.).  
 
Protection against the elements, against the emptiness of the land; these were the first 
steps of Almere-Haven. A cosy twentieth century replica of a little fishing village with 
introvert housing blocks and fake little canal-side houses. And above all no high-rise 
buildings. Almere avoided the grand architectural gestures, in contrast to, for instance, the 
Bijlmermeer, which was intended to be a utopian city.
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 And the village Nagele in the 
Flevopolder, which was built according to an aesthetic concept. All that Almere is not. 
Since its birth Almere has been a city with an everyday ideal: the single-family dwelling. 
(Ibid.) 
  
In Almere-Haven, Witman teams up with Jaap Jan Berg from the independent centre for 
architecture, CASLa. According to Berg, the first houses in Almere are not the worst 
examples of 25 years of house building in Almere. Although he has to admit that the 
autumnal colours of the frames of the houses are very 1970s, just like the dark brown 
bricks. But the houses performed their duties, Berg argues. At this point in the article, 
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 The Bijlmermeer is an urban expansion of Amsterdam dating from the 1970s. It was inspired by the ideas of 
the functional city as they were articulated by CIAM and Le Corbusier. Consequently, the area is known for its 
use zoning and high-rise buildings. 
Figure 36: Danswijk, Almere-Stad 
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Witman looks back at the history of the city, which is older than the city itself: the history 
of the enormous shortages of single-family dwellings in the Randstad. According to 
Witman, the single-family dwelling became the magic means to lure dwellers from the 
crowded inner cities to a desolate polder: a house with a gable roof, a small garden at the 
front, a small garden at the back. 
 
When Witman subsequently drives through Almere, he crosses an endless plain of low-
rise buildings. Even before the city was built it was already nicknamed 'Los Almeres', 
referring to the nondescript sea of low-rise buildings of Los Angeles. For years Almere had 
to struggle with the image of 'the reviled garden gnome of the Netherlands', but that has 
changed since the early 1990s, Witman argues. Now Almere appeals to architectural 
tourists and is seen as an interesting laboratory for urban planning. Not long ago this was 
completely different. Witman, while often citing Jaap Jan Berg, discusses the Stedenwijk in 
Almere-Stad. This neighbourhood is presented as an example of how Almere used to be – 
and of what gave the city its bad reputation: built in the mid 1980s the Stedenwijk is 
boring, has no mix of expensive and cheap houses which leads to a social monoculture, 
has too few facilities and too much crime. According to Berg, this should be related to 
administrative insecurity: 'If you reread the history of Almere then you have to conclude 
that you can discern the self-consciousness, or the insecurity, in the architectural choices' 
(as cited in Witman, 2001).  
 
At this point in the article, Witman focuses his attention on the Weerwater, the lake that 
is located next to the city centre. Witman praises the vision of the planners to dig an 
enormous pool of water in a polder that had just been dehydrated: 'In the eyes of the 
hydraulic engineers, who just had drained the land, this must have been almost a 
perversion. But today it is a strong blue buffer which creates space for the heart of Almere 
Stad' (Witman, 2001). The preservation of space is one of the strong points in the 
development of Almere, according to Berg. The polynuclear design and the open spaces in 
the various nuclei have given Almere space to adapt to future situations.  
 
The most spectacular example of this is the new city centre based on a master plan by 
OMA, the office of Rem Koolhaas (1998). On one side of the central station joyless squares 
from the 1980s, as one also can find in Zoetermeer or Maarssenbroek, are located. On the 
other side of the central station a metropolitan gesture is made. A whopping building by 
Benthem Crouwel Architects is a harbinger of even bigger and higher. Up to 120 metres 
into the air. Almere, the flattened city, gets a skyline. (Ibid.) 
 
In Witman's opinion the development of Almere from van Stigt's small fishing village to 
Koolhaas's rigorous plan is a mystery. The solution to this mystery can be found in a small 
district called De Realiteit ('The Reality'). At the end of the 1980s a small plot of land was 
developed on the banks of the Noorderplassen.63 As a counterbalance to the norm of 
producing masses of uniform houses, an architectural experiment was conducted: De 
Realiteit. It was intended as a refuge for thinking about living and all the objects were 
built on a temporary basis. However, because of the huge success of the project, De 
Realiteit has never been torn down.  
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 The Noorderplassen ('North Lakes') are located north of Almere-Stad and are mainly used for recreational 
purposes.  
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It is this small district, Witman argues, that must have raised the architectural 
consciousness of Almere. Since the early 1990s Almere started to pay attention to 
architecture, long before uniformity and diversification in housing were an issue on the 
political agenda. Almere was one of the first cities to make it possible for private persons 
to build their own houses. These 'free plots' were nevertheless only a small part of the 
architectural renewal, Witman contends. He continues: 'When one drives through 
Almere-Buiten, the third of a total of six nuclei that have been developed, one can witness 
a rather spectacular sample card of contemporary Dutch house building' (ibid.). According 
to Jaap Jan Berg, the diversity is so extensive that it can easily be criticized because it 
seems that with every new district the previous concept is discarded. Witman agrees and 
concludes his article by arguing that '[b]ecause Almere has almost 160,000 inhabitants 
now and has reached the last phase of growing up, it now faces a problem it has never 
faced before: lack of space. It is not yet clear how the city will cope with that' (ibid.). 
 
9.3.3 The failure of the makeability 
 
In 2004 the Flemish writer, poet and essayist Geert van Istendael made a one-day visit to 
Almere. Just like Pieter Hoexum in the following section, who also visited Almere for one 
day, van Istendael wrote an article about the city: Het failliet van de maakbaarheid ('The 
failure of the makeability'; NRC Handelsblad, 15 December 2004). Van Istendael's article 
opens with two short paragraphs that set the tone:  
  
Figure 37: De Realiteit 
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Do not go to Almere. Believe me, I have been there. Do not go to Almere. The eighth city of 
the Netherlands, bigger than Breda, Nijmegen, Apeldoorn, Haarlem and Maastricht, the 
fastest growing city, fifty per cent in less than ten years, is that a city? The most beautiful 
things in Almere are the disorderly placed hoisting cranes. I am silently hoping that they 
pick the whole thing up and dump it in the IJmeer. Too bad for the IJmeer. (van Istendael, 
2004)  
 
Almere is the failure of the good intentions. Almere is the failure of the makeability. 
Almere is the failure of Dutch civilization in the last quarter of a century. The city is not 
unpredictable or exciting or proud or gloomy or liberating, the city equals surveyability. 
Almere is perverse and perfect. While passing by I hear a girl snap at her sister: 'Act normal 
for once!' She gives the perfect summary of Almere. In Almere the city has become the 
ground level.
 
(Ibid.) 
 
Van Istendael continues his story by commenting on his walk through Almere. As he 
arrives at the entrance to the train station, he is confronted with a baking odour that does 
not leave his nostrils for the rest of day. Had he known this, he would have retraced his 
steps, van Istendael remarks. During the subsequent stroll through the city centre, the 
author observes several failures that he ascribes to the urban planners. Stationsstraat is in 
his eyes even worse than the infamous Lijnbaan in Rotterdam, and Zoetelaarspassage (a 
shopping arcade) is criticized for the fact that chicken wire is used to separate the shops 
from the balconies of the apartments that are located above the shops. When van 
Istendael arrives at the market place he is, again, very critical of the design: 
 
The market of Almere is at least as beautiful as that of Stadskanaal.
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 That is what one gets 
if one wants to kick off one's tradition at any cost. One cannot forgive the architects who 
invented the market of Almere. They knowingly handed defenceless people over to the 
anger that persists. Knowingly, because in the Netherlands the most beautiful squares are 
in stock. The market of Groningen, Haarlem or Middelburg, the Vrijthof in Maastricht, 
never heard of, surely? And one can multiply the examples easily, big or small city, it does 
not matter, because Almere is neither, it is only an accumulation of inhabitants. (Ibid.) 
 
Van Istendael is looking for a centre, a mark, a core, something sharp in Gothic style for 
instance, or even reinforced concrete would be good enough as far as he is concerned. A 
church would soothe him at this point during his stroll through Almere, since he has 
already abandoned the hope for a cathedral. Instead of a church he finds an ecumenical 
church centre in a narrow side street. The church centre lacks everything he was looking 
for: no tower, no cross, not even a weathercock.  
 
After an hour in Almere I just want one thing: to throw myself in front of a car. But that is 
not possible; traffic is managed impeccably in Almere. Fast wheels cannot knock down 
slow feet anywhere. A child is perfectly safe here when it follows a ball which bounces into 
the street. This is, as a matter of fact, the only reason I can think of why so many people are 
so pleased that they can live in Almere. But that does not count. I know almost no city or 
village in the Netherlands in which the traffic is not managed just as well. (Ibid.)  
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 Stadskanaal is a small town in the north of the Netherlands and it is often mentioned as a typical example of 
a town that lacks charisma and allure. 
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Perhaps people live in Almere because it is cheaper than Amsterdam or Rotterdam, van 
Istendael continues. He devalues that argument by paraphrasing Henry Miller: 'Better a 
starving louse in Rotterdam than a fat cow in Almere.' But then the author writes that he 
knows why people like to live in Almere:  
 
Almere is the generic suburb and the suburb is the place to live for millions of people; this 
has been the case for more than a hundred years. They are served hand and foot. In Almere 
the suburb begins less than a hundred metres from the city centre. It is not a city centre, it 
is a system of intestines stuffed with consumer goods, but that also seems to give cause for 
total bliss. (Ibid.)  
 
Van Istendael ends his article by stating that Almere is the city were one sees the future 
happen. But as far as he is concerned, they can keep it, that future. He does not want to 
end up like a mollusc. Almere is not even a shell, van Istendael concludes.  
 
9.3.4 A day in Almere  
 
Van Istendael's article was included in a collection of his essays titled Mijn Nederland 
(2005), which is repeatedly referred to in the article I discuss in this section: Een dag in 
Almere ('A day in Almere'; Trouw, 3 December 2005) by the Dutch philosopher and 
publicist Pieter Hoexum. The advice not to go to Almere – advice that van Istendael had 
given several times – makes Hoexum curious, as he states at the beginning of the article. 
Figure 38: Bus lane, Almere-Haven 
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He is, besides curious, also suspicious of Almere because the city has advocates who 
exaggerate its merits. The municipal website, for instance, states that the city is known for 
its exceptional architecture. Hoexum cites the website, which states that every district and 
neighbourhood is 'an experience in its own right, with much architectural fireworks. The 
combination of amazing buildings in a natural, green environment makes Almere an 
excellent city for an exploratory expedition by bicycle' (Hoexum, 2005). 
 
He decides to go to Almere, curious and suspicious at the same time, to explore the city by 
bike. He arrives early at the train station and decides to start with a stroll through the 'city 
centre'. City centre is deliberately written between quotation marks, because you cannot 
talk about a real centre, according to Hoexum. It reminds him of the big shopping centres 
one finds throughout the Netherlands. He visits a bookshop that has no books on Almere 
and subsequently arrives at the market, which turns out to be all that van Istendael 
predicted. Hoexum first quotes him at length and continues to argue that he would have 
liked to refute van Istendael's rather indolent cultural pessimism. His critique, according 
to Hoexum, seems typical of the sort of critique that has been aimed at Dutch public 
housing since its origin, about hundred years ago. In the following section of the article, 
reference is made to the book Naar Buiten ('Going outside') by Ileen Montijn (2002). 
Montijn's book on the desire to live in the countryside is used to introduce debates on 
garden cities and suburbia. In the following, Hoexum cites Montijn: 
 
The problem that garden cities and later green residential areas were non-urban would 
linger throughout the twentieth century. Proponents as well as opponents saw the large 
and vivacious city as the modern living form par excellence. They called the city, 
depending on their views, dynamic or inhospitable. And both parties thus passed a moral 
judgement on garden cities: proponents in a positive sense, as wholesome, and opponents 
in a negative sense, as reactionary. (Ibid.) 
 
In her book, Montijn labels intellectuals as proponents of the city and opponents of the 
suburbs and garden cities. Thus, in Hoexum's view, van Istendael is a typical intellectual 
when he reacts with 'disgust and contempt' to the consumerism he witnesses in Almere. 
According to Hoexum, van Istendael is 'a messenger of doom, Old Testament style' when 
he declares that 'Almere is the city were one sees the future happen. But they can keep it, 
that future' (ibid.). Although Hoexum clearly distances himself from van Istendael's 
analysis here, he states that he has to agree that his visit to Almere has simply been 
disappointing up till then. Although he can imagine that the city provides its inhabitants 
with their daily shopping, he does not see any reason for non-inhabitants to visit Almere. 
This judgement, however, is based solely on seeing the city centre, Hoexum asserts. So he 
sets out to rent a bicycle to explore the rest of the city. 
 
His bicycle tour is inspired by a brochure he found at the tourist information office, and in 
which several interesting architectural projects are described. These projects turn out to 
be pleasant – but they are the very rare icing on an immense and bland cake. Above all, 
Almere turns out to be unbelievably vast and very green. But the fallow grounds, green 
belts and little parks do not seem to impress Hoexum, who asserts that the city's 
immoderateness resembles a desert. Although he has lived in suburbia since his birth and 
is not an opponent of terraced housing, Almere is too much for him. Perhaps not to live 
in, but for a day tripper it is too much. Hoexum returns to the city centre for lunch and for 
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a visit to 'some sort of an art museum' and to the excavation where they are building the 
new city centre. By then he is fed up with Almere and goes home. He concludes this 
section of the article by stating: 
 
Fair is fair, I cannot recommend it to anybody, a day in Almere. But still: Almere is not lost 
yet, it should in any case not be written off or abolished, like van Istendael does. There are 
180,000 people living there. (Ibid.) 
  
Hoexum now starts an elaborate argument in which he discusses the good intentions of 
urban planners and their implicit faith in makeability. He again turns to the book of Ileen 
Montijn, who states that architects are more interested in ideas than in the wishes of 
people. Dutch urban planners are depicted as well-intentioned but pedantic modernists. 
They worked like doctors in a laboratory who knew what was best for the patient. 
Although according to Hoexum it is tempting to react to this by stating that the people 
should decide what is best for them, this seems to him to be a fruitless point of departure 
for urban planning: 'If you totally abandon makeability and only talk about "housing 
consumers", then you fob people off with "just" houses and in that case you never get a 
city' (ibid.). 
 
A possible way out of this dilemma can be found in Belgium, Hoexum then declares. His 
argument is inspired by Paul Wouters, a Belgian writer who in 2005 published a book 
titled België-Nederland. Verschil moet er zijn ('Belgium-the Netherlands: there must be 
Figure 39: Grote Markt with moveable podium 
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disparity') on the cultural differences between Belgium and the Netherlands. In this book, 
Wouters presents the perfect solution for Almere, Hoexum contends. After an analysis of 
the mentality of Dutch urban planners, Wouters provides a useful recipe for an antidote. 
Wouter's analysis starts from the often heard stereotype that Belgians are backward in 
comparison to the Dutch. This is true, he says, if you look at the degree to which both 
embrace modernity. The Dutch have a much stronger faith in progress based on 
developments in science and technology. This results in a strong belief in plans and 
planning, according to Wouters. In Belgium on the other hand, the prevailing mentality is 
that of the bricoleur. The term bricoleur – which can be translated as 'handyman' or 'do-it-
yourselfer' – was coined by Claude Lévi-Strauss. In contrast to an engineer, a bricoleur 
works without system or systematic. He or she just starts with the materials in stock and 
sees if it will fail or succeed. During this process, and this is the appealing part of the idea 
for Hoexum, the bricoleur enjoys his or her work and is led by enjoyment. Hoexum 
continues: 
 
It would be somewhat clichéd to make Belgians into uncomplicated bon vivants and the 
Dutch into brooding Calvinists, but so be it: when a Dutchman prepares a meal, he follows 
the indications of a recipe strictly and only tastes it when it stands on the table (he is 
already happy if he has managed to follow the indications of the recipe); a Belgian looks at 
what is in stock and works from that, using a recipe he knows from hearsay, in the 
meanwhile constantly tasting and adjusting: he is satisfied only if it tastes good. (Ibid.)  
  
Because the Belgian approach in its own right is unsatisfactory as well – Wouters is cited 
as saying that bricolage does not help you build an Afsluitdijk – Hoexum proposes to 
combine forces.65 The municipality of Almere should add Belgian planners to its 
department of urban planning. Together the Dutch and Belgian planners could do the job, 
Hoexum concludes.  
 
9.3.5 Between castle and ruin 
 
The plans to build a castle in Almere were discussed in the article by Berg and Nieuwkoop 
in the planners' tale section. Here, I include another article on this topic. The article – 
Tussen kasteel en ruïne ('Between castle and ruin') – was written by Elsbeth Stoker and 
appeared in the national newspaper de Volkskrant on 23 January 2006. When Stoker wrote 
about the castle, it had been partially developed but also totally neglected for years. In the 
introduction to her article she asks if the castle is a perverse predilection for the past, the 
Disneyfication of the landscape, or the ideal location for a marriage (Stoker, 2006). She 
subsequently sets the scene:  
 
Hidden under the reeds, near the A6, lie the foundations of the outbuildings of the biggest 
newly built castle in the Netherlands.
66
 The main building is situated a bit further on, only 
partially developed. The lagging has turned green and most of the windows are smashed. 
The cold wind bows down the weeds that are growing between the large concrete tiles. The 
area, which is screened off with fences and guarded by growling German shepherds is 
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 The Afsluitdijk is a dyke and motorway connecting the provinces of Friesland and Noord-Holland. As part of 
the Zuiderzee Project, it closed off the Zuiderzee and consequently created the IJsselmeer. 
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 The A6 is the motorway that runs from Lemmer in the province of Friesland to the Hollandse Brug, which 
links Almere with the old land. It runs right through Almere. 
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swamped with dog dirt and mud. The ditch – once intended as moat – is overgrown with 
weeds. (Ibid.)  
 
This is Castle Almere, or 'Ruin Almere' as it is called by now, Stoker asserts. Almost four 
year ago they stopped building, she continues, but now it seems that the fairy tale will 
have a happy ending after all. However, Stoker first looks back at history of development. 
 
In 1999, with a lot of fuss, the development was announced of a castle based on the Belgian 
chateau 'Jemeppe'. As one of the youngest cities in the Netherlands, Almere wanted to have 
its own burg, because the thought of a wedding in the bleak, modern city hall chased many 
inhabitants of Almere away to the 'old land', according to the then councillor Cees van 
Bemmel. His first idea was to buy a castle in Poland and to move it to the piece of polder 
land next to the A6. (Ibid.) 
 
But real estate developer and castle-fancier Tijs Blom proposed rebuilding the castle after 
the example of Jemeppe, which he had recently renovated. According to Elsbeth Stoker, 
nothing was too crazy for Blom, who proposed to build various ponds, a herb garden, and 
a labyrinth next to the castle that would function as a conference centre, catering 
establishment and wedding location. The plans were to finish the castle in 2003, but in 
2001 the bank discovered that Blom had debts, Stoker recounts. The castle was seized by 
the bank and they put it on the market. Stoker subsequently discusses some of the castle's 
Figure 40: Castle Almere 
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potential buyers. Rumour has it that even a Saudi princess was interested. Almost four 
years (and many disillusioned brides) later, the castle was finally sold.  
 
'A lot of potential buyers notified us, but eventually none of them carried their plans 
through,' says the current councillor of spatial planning, Arie-Willem Bijl. The parties 
which were interested in the project, of which the costs were estimated at 75 to 90 million 
euros, dropped out because it remains uncertain whether such a large hotel – with 200 
rooms and more than ten wedding and party rooms – would be profitable at such a 
location. At the beginning of 2005 the Christian Democratic faction of the city council in 
Almere was fed up with it and pleaded for its demolition. At the same location there could 
be housing developments. But this turned out to be unnecessary: in June 2006 the news got 
out that the Gravin company – a collaboration between the businessman Joop van der 
Graaf and the Vink company from Barneveld
67
 – had bought the ruin and the 25 hectares of 
land from the bank for 10 million euros. (Ibid.) 
 
The company did not have any concrete plans at the time when the article was written. 
Elsbeth Stoker cites a spokesman, Jaap Kevelam, who said that they were still looking at 
several options to develop the location. In the meanwhile the castle remains a ruin: 
 
On the grounds of Castle Almere lie pallets stacked with 1.5 million bricks. The hand-
chipped second-hand bricks have a diverging thickness and length. 'That should help to 
give the castle an authentic appearance,' said the administrator of the area, Gert van 
Omme, on behalf of Vink. At least that was the intention. The old bricks – which originate 
from a demolished Hungarian barracks from the Communist era – turned brownish black. 
And the few walls that are already standing have green and brown stains. 'These bricks are 
brittle and they absorb too much liquid, that's why they are so filthy. They should have 
been sandblasted and impregnated right after the building. But, well, that was the plan 
four years ago,' said Van Omme, shrugging his shoulders. For months now he has been 
busy with a colleague making the area accessible for Gravin. (Ibid.) 
  
According to Jaap Kevelam, the spokesman, making money is not the only motive for the 
owners van der Graaf and Vink:  
 
'Vink is not the biggest company in its sector, but it wants to put itself on the map.
68
 A 
castle makes us stand out,' Kevelam recounted. For businessman van der Graaf, the 
purchase had different reasons. 'He lives in England. Only a few weeks a year he was in the 
Netherlands, in an apartment on the ninth floor in Almere-Haven. For years, his view had 
included a partially completed building. At a certain moment, he asked if he could buy it.' 
(Ibid.) 
 
In the remainder of the article, Elsbeth Stoker discusses the wider theme of nostalgic 
architecture. She interviewed architectural historian Bernard Colenbrander, who does not 
think that a newly built castle is condemnable. 'It is a bit perverse at most,' he declared. In 
his eyes, the castle in Almere stands for the desire for a bygone past. The Netherlands has 
been transformed into a suburban paradise with almost no free space left, he continues, 
and people no longer know their roots. This problem is solved by a self-made 
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68
 Vink Holding Ltd comprises various companies ranging from logistics and real estate development to 
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interpretation of history, Colenbrander asserts. At the end of her article, Stoker discusses 
some other recent examples of this trend. In Den Bosch and Heerenveen two large 
housing developments were inspired by castles and even more plans for castle-like 
buildings were made.69  
 
9.4 Local tales of Almere 
 
Although many books and articles have now been written about Almere, relatively few of 
those can be labelled as local tales. In contrast to Tilburg, which has a wide variety of local 
tales, it seems that this type of tale still needs to develop in Almere. This becomes most 
obvious when one visits a bookshop in Almere. Most of the books one can find there are 
on Amsterdam and its neighbourhoods. Books on Almere are a rarity in local bookshops, 
as Pieter Hoexum noted in the external tales section. Occasionally a photo book is 
published, but these large and luxurious publications with full-page photos and brief 
comments are not discussed here because they lack substantial texts. Notwithstanding the 
lack of books on Almere, there are some publications that one could file under the label of 
local tales. These often have a small circulation and are on specialized topics. For instance, 
a book on archaeology in Almere by Ben te Raa (2005) discusses the findings of the various 
archaeological excavations within the municipal borders. The book was published on the 
occasion of the annual Almere Archaeology Day and shows how the history of the area can 
be traced back to the ice age. The book is not discussed here, because its topic and in 
particular its execution are too specialized. However, a book by te Raa on the history of 
the trees in Almere features hereinafter. The same goes for Henk Blanken's Hotel Almere 
(1996). This book gives a journalistic account of someone living and working in the polder. 
 
In many cases, local tales celebrate the history of a city and its inhabitants. In the chapter 
on Tilburg, for instance, various local tales discuss the importance of the textile industry 
and the Catholic traditions for contemporary urban life. Likewise, every Dutch city has a 
variety of publications on its own history. Often these publications shed light on how and 
why the city developed in the way it did. In the case of Almere, these stories exist as well, 
but they encompass a much shorter period. In contrast to te Raa's book on archaeology, 
most local tales of Almere focus on the period when the municipal area was developed as a 
residential area. Many of these publications are supported or published by the 
municipality, and especially the stories of the first people to live in Almere – the pioneers – 
have always attracted a lot of interest. Some of these pioneer tales appeared in a 2001 
publication by de Jong and Koekhoven, Almere: mensen maken de stad ('Almere: people 
make the city') and in a book by Frits Huis (1993) titled Almere van 0 tot 100.000 ('Almere 
from 0 to 100,000'). These pioneer tales are not included in the tales below. However, in 
the next chapter various urban dwellers refer to the local pioneers or tell their own 
pioneer tale. Before that, Castle Almere reoccurs for the third time in this chapter at the 
end of this section. After a commentary on the presentation of the plans to build the castle 
in the planners' tale section, and an overview of the development and its sudden halt in 
the external tales section, here the emphasis is on the future plans for the castle. The tale 
as it features below is based on a series of articles that appeared in the local paper Almere 
Vandaag. Another tale discussed here is a reader's letter in a newspaper, more specifically 
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 Den Bosch is the capital of the province of Noord-Brabant in the south of the Netherlands; Heerenveen is a 
city in the northern province of Friesland.  
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the letter of a reader who reacted to the article by Pieter Hoexum in national newspaper 
Trouw, which was discussed in the external tales section. The letter shows the close 
relation between the local and the external tales and how locals regularly tell their story as 
a reaction to stories told by outsiders.  
 
Before presenting the various local tales of Almere in more detail, it should be noted that 
one of the most prominent local projects has not yet been mentioned. The project Het 
Geheugen van Almere ('The memory of Almere') is specifically dedicated to collecting and 
presenting local tales about Almere. The project collects stories that narrate the history of 
Almere from the perspective of people who live there, and puts them on a special website. 
Although these stories could be included in this section, I discuss the project and the 
stories more elaborately in the chapter on the personal tales from Almere. 
 
9.4.1 Simply happy in Almere 
 
The article by Pieter Hoexum, which is included in the external tales section, provoked 
many reactions from readers. Several reactions were published in the same newspaper on 
5 December 2005, two days after the original publication. Under the heading Domweg 
gelukkig in Almere ('Simply happy in Almere')70, five inhabitants of Almere heatedly 
discuss Hoexum's statements and his general argument. Among these critical reviews 
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 This title refers to a well-known poem by the Dutch poet J.C. Bloem: Domweg gelukkig in de Dapperstraat. 
Figure 41: The new city centre 
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there is a letter by minister Euft Verbaas, who also features in the section on the personal 
tales from Almere. Verbaas argues that the article by Hoexum lacks a soul, because he did 
not genuinely encounter any of the inhabitants. Others argue that Hoexum failed to visit 
certain parts or special features of the city, or that some of his arguments were incorrect. 
Below I discuss one of these letters in more detail.  
 
Elleke van den Brink starts her letter by saying that she is proud to have been born in 
Almere and that Hoexum's article went down the wrong way. In her opinion, Hoexum 
assumed before he went to visit the city that Almere was the failure of the makeability. For 
van den Brink that would be the same as going to Amsterdam with the preconceived 
notion that it is an unsafe city. In that case one would only see junkies and gangs of 
youths, and thus feel unsafe. Van den Brink continues: 
  
I think it is so silly that this journalist hardly tries to portray positive aspects of Almere. 
And the pictures also give a distorted image of the city, for the centre is chock-full on 
shopping days. Because of this type of representation, I always have to defend myself when 
I say that I come from Almere. The first reaction of people is: Almere, isn't that such a 
boring city? (van den Brink, 2005)  
 
She then declares that she was born and bred in Almere and that she is proud of this city. 
She loves the modern architecture, and it is a safe city for her to cycle in and for children 
to play in. Although the municipality cannot always cope with the rapidly growing 
number of inhabitants, it is trying hard to improve the city, van den Brink argues. 
Recently, many nice discos have been opened that even attract young people from 
Amsterdam, and there is a cinema, a bowling centre, an arcade centre and an ice rink. The 
negative image portrayed of shopping in Almere is also not correct, according to van den 
Brink (ibid.): 'There are chain stores almost everywhere, but that is not typical of Almere'.  
 
Hoexum writes about disconsolate flower boxes and concrete benches. Has he not seen the 
brightly painted wastebaskets which were made by pupils from Almere? And the street 
musicians everybody recognizes? The market square is not an empty failure of architects, 
but is packed with young people on regular nights out and twice a week there is a cosy 
market. Many performances are given on the moving podium. (Ibid.) 
 
At the end of her letter, van den Brink argues that the prejudgement of the writer, that a 
city cannot be created, is wrong: 'Most inhabitants of Almere enjoy living there. A new city 
is not perfect from the start. But I think that Almere is already a city to be proud of.' 
 
9.4.2 Tree stories 
 
In 2002, Ben te Raa – a local publicist/copywriter – published a pocketbook on trees in 
Almere: Boomverhalen, een kleine geschiedenis van Almere ('Tree stories: a little history of 
Almere'). The book was commissioned by Het Genootschap het Levende Huis, a society 
that stands up for matters on the common ground of culture and nature. It starts with 
general text on trees in Almere ('A place for trees'; pp. 11-43), and then three types of trees 
are described in more detail: official and unofficial trees, extraordinary trees and groups of 
trees, and artful trees. In these sections specific trees or groups of trees in Almere are 
described on one page and a photograph is shown on the next page. On the page of the 
description there is also a small map showing the location of the tree(s); sometimes, there 
208 
is also an extra photo on that page. In this section I focus on the more general story from 
the introductory text. 
 
'If I knew that the world would perish tomorrow, then I would plant a tree today.' One 
would think that Martin Luther, who once said this, would have had other things on his 
mind at such a moment, te Raa argues (2002: 11). Undoubtedly, he continues, Luther 
thought about the powerful symbolism behind planting a tree. People plant trees because 
they outlive them, te Raa argues. This makes a tree the proof of the continuation of life. 
Following this, one would expect that the obligatory ceremonial acts took place at the 
planting of the first tree in Almere. But, although there were enough reasons, according to 
te Raa, there was not even a sign installed. In fact, it is hardly known that there was a 'first 
tree'. There is, however, a photograph of the occasion in Flevoland's public records office. 
The photograph was taken on 17 April 1972 and shows the planting of the first of many 
trees for the Beginbos ('Beginning forest').  
 
The first trees were thus planted some four and a half year before the first houses were 
finished. The idea was that future inhabitants would arrive in a green and sheltered 
environment. Hans Laumans, a landscape architect from the Rijksdienst voor de 
IJsselmeerpolders (RIJP; the government department for the IJsselmeerpolders), argued 
that the sooner the trees were planted the better the people would be protected against 
the wind (ibid.: 11). The problem was, according to Laumans, that the trees would replace 
fields that were planted with coleseed. For the RIJP, the local authority in that period, 
Figure 42: Lepelaarsplassen 
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agriculture was one of the main activities. Therefore replacing coleseed by trees was 
deemed problematic. In addition, there were different opinions on the function of the 
forest. Laumans wanted a romantic forest with many different trees, while until then the 
forests in the polder had been used mainly for wood production. A production forest 
consisted of fast growing trees, like poplar and willows. Moreover, the idea was that other 
types of trees would not grow in the polder clay (ibid.: 12).  
 
In the subsequent part of the text, te Raa is looking for the exact location of the tree that 
was planted on 17 April 1972. The search ends with the observation that this tree may well 
have been cut down. However, te Raa continues, perhaps this tree was not the first tree. 
Perhaps trees had been planted on the Zilverstrand next to De Kern, Almere's oldest 
building, which is located on a beach in the south-western part of the city. There is a tree 
at that location – an Eleagnus angustifolia (a variety of shrub) – but it is not known when 
it was planted (ibid.: 15).  
 
Te Raa now turns to the changing role of the RIJP, which increasingly had to focus on 
urbanization and recreation rather than on its original task: agriculture (ibid.: 18-19). This 
change also meant increasing the attention paid to trees and forests. In the polders of 
southern Flevoland – the most recently reclaimed land in the area – this changing role led 
to more prominent places for forests. In previous reclamation projects, forests were 
located on land where agriculture was not possible, but in southern Flevoland forests were 
planted on first-rate agricultural land. The RIJP planted an enormous number of trees in 
Almere in the years that it was responsible for the city: in 1987, the then mayor of Almere, 
Cees de Cloe, planted the 7.5 millionth tree (ibid.: 21).  
 
Although many trees were planted to celebrate various occasions, te Raa mentions several 
examples of official signs being absent (ibid.: 22-24). These first trees were evidently too 
obvious: creating a city apparently offered sufficient eternal value (ibid.: 24-25). This is, 
possibly, also why first trees were always functional and part of a larger structure. Te Raa 
recounts how Princess Margriet planted a plane tree in 1977 on the occasion of 
Boomfeestdag (a national tree celebration day). It was the 48 millionth tree to be planted 
in Flevoland, but now this tree is part of a semi-secluded parking lot. Margriet's plane tree 
has become the most anonymous official tree in Flevoland, te Raa argues (ibid.: 25).  
 
After mentioning the planting of various trees initiated by inhabitants or companies from 
Almere, te Raa pays extra attention to the Beatrixlinde (ibid.: 27-32).71 Te Raa describes 
how, on 27 November 1981, Queen Beatrix came to Almere to plant a lime tree in a new 
park that bore her name (Beatrixpark). A lime tree, as te Raa tells us, is not just a tree. In 
medieval times a lime tree was located at the central square of a village or a city: a place 
where justice was administered, were resolutions were announced. The lime tree in 
Almere had its own particular story: in 1983 the tree was 'murdered'. According to te Raa, 
there is no other word to describe the fact that the crown of tree had been sawn off. 
Someone had decapitated the tree by sawing it through 80 centimetres from the ground. 
The perpetrator was never found and the authorities decided to plant a new lime tree at 
the same spot. However, the new tree, and several other increasingly bigger lime trees that 
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 In the remainder of the introductory text, Te Raa also discusses the lime tree and the poplar in more detail 
(2002: 32-43), but I conclude my rendition with his account of the Beatrixlinde. 
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replaced it, were also assaulted. This prompted Rinus Hofs, who was employed at the 
Rijksdienst voor de IJsselmeerpolders, to go the rubbish dump. There, as he knew, lay the 
trunk of the first lime tree. He took it to a farm in the polder where the parched lime tree 
was replanted. After years of delicate care the revived tree was in perfect health again and 
was moved back to Almere: in 1993 it was planted on Deventerpad in Almere-Stad. When 
the park was restructured in 1999 the lime tree was returned to the Beatrixpark. Te Raa 
concludes by stating that one can still see the cut where the tree had been decapitated and 
subsequently burgeoned again.  
 
9.4.3 Hotel Almere 
 
In 1996, journalist Henk Blanken published Hotel Almere: verhalen uit de polders ('Hotel 
Almere: stories from the polders'). The book is, according to the text on the back cover, an 
ode to the flat land, the straight lines, the indestructible optimism of the Dutch, and more:  
 
Hotel Almere is about the last attempt of the Dutch to reinvent themselves again in the 
polders, about the persistent trust in the makeable society below sea level, and about 
fiasco: the polders are often viewed with resentment or suspicion, it has become a foreign 
country within the Netherlands, the last West, the last swamp, where a pit in Tureluurweg 
[a road] cannot be filled in, where you still can drive endlessly to the north, where the first 
inhabitants were selected on social-Darwinist principles, and where urban expansion 
districts will remain a bit too large or a fraction too small for many years to come. 
(Blanken, 1996) 
 
The book is a collection of eight stories based on 'facts, conversations, reference books, 
maps, statistics and countless newspaper clippings', but sometimes the stories are 
'romanticized or dramatized' (ibid.: 222). The topics of the stories vary but all are situated 
in and tell something about the polders of the Dutch province of Flevoland. The story told 
in the second chapter (pp. 18-40), which focuses on Almere but is not limited to it, is 
discussed here in more detail. In the rest of this section, the main argument of this story, 
which like the book is titled Hotel Almere, is recapitulated. The story begins as follows: 
 
The forest was located east of the motorway which, like an erect finger, obscenely 
penetrated the polder from the Randmeren.
72
 One hundred and eighty roe deer had to 
walk about those eight hundred hectares. They swam across from the old land or they went 
across drifting ice during a severe winter. You never saw them, unless you were prepared to 
wait during dusk until they appeared at the lime tree avenue behind the Gooimeerdijk.
73
 
But nobody seemed to do that, because nobody believed the stories of roe deer on the ice, 
because the lime trees were untraceable or because it was inconceivable that something 
like a forest existed here. (Ibid.: 18) 
  
It is in this forest that the author talks with the local forester, Herman Hake, who shows 
him the diversity of the flora and fauna in the polder. Blanken thinks that being a forester 
in Almere must be absurd, because the forests in Almere are not forests, but production 
sites for the cardboard industry. The forester clearly knows how to deal with the critique 
and argues that his forests look more like a forest than the forests one sometimes sees on 
the old land: 'On the clay, Hake argues, like he has something to make up for, like he has 
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 The Gooimeerdijk is the dyke that separates the Flevopolder from the Gooi lake. 
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been haunted for years by a pitiful misunderstanding, on the clay the trees grow five to six 
times faster than on the Veluwe.74 A twenty-year-old tree here is not inferior to a hundred-
year-old tree over there' (ibid.: 20-21). The forester remains Blanken's guide in the first 
section of the story. Just before the end of this section, the forester tells an anecdote about 
a strange curve in Tureluurweg. The story is about a contractor who had to concrete 
Tureluurweg, which is as straight as a poker. However, the was a pit in this road that could 
not be filled. The contractor continuously filled the pit with sand, only to find the next 
morning that the pit was just as deep as it had been the evening before. After numerous 
attempts, the contractor gave up and Tureluurweg was constructed around the pit. For 
Blanken this story resonates with his own experience: 
 
More than sand alone vanished in the pit of Almere. Since the first day that I lived in the 
polder, I have had a feeling of implosion. My Dutch nationality seemed to decrease 
through the bewildered reactions, it seemed to shrink to insignificant proportions as if I 
had not gone to the deepest core of the Netherlands, but emigrated to a far and partially 
developed foreign country where my language was only spoken by coincidence and the 
newspaper was delivered by mail. If Almere really existed – and some people sincerely 
doubted that – then it must be the Bermuda Triangle of the Netherlands. (Ibid.: 22) 
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Blanken continues by saying that his place of residence is clearly not politically correct. 
Architect Jan Benthem disagrees with him, and Vogelweg – a road in the eastern part of 
Almere that runs to the north – is the reason why. Blanken (1996: 23) writes: 'It was the 
most beautiful road in the Netherlands, perhaps even in Europe, Jan Benthem told me. 
And when I drove north for the first time I had to agree with him. Even if it was only 
because nowhere else in the Netherlands could one drive to the north in such a way – 
there was always a city, a village or a park closer than the north.' Blanken drives along 
Vogelweg to go to Nagele, a small village in the Noordoostpolder. The reason for his visit 
to Nagele is the shopping street, which, according to an architectural guide, is a copy of 
the Lijnbaan. The Lijnbaan and the shopping street of Nagele were designed by van den 
Broek and Bakema, two architects from Rotterdam. Blanken (ibid.: 25) declares that he 
likes their work because 'it was, by human standards, impossible to love it'.  
 
Later I would realize that I always looked for Rotterdam outside Rotterdam. That I was just 
as much a Rotterdammer [an inhabitant of Rotterdam] as I was not. I felt connected with 
the mentality, the unpretentious meagreness, the affectionate moaning, and the blunt lack 
of inappropriate grandeur which led to clumsiness like the Lijnbaan, a European 
pedestrianized shopping street which was ahead of its time but nevertheless went to rack 
and ruin due to lack of interest and unfinancible reconstruction plans. (Blanken, 1996: 25) 
 
According to Blanken, Nagele is the architectural predecessor of Almere. So if he wanted 
to write about Almere he had to visit Nagele, 'a playground of architects and urban 
planners'. Nagele used to be the model village, the culmination of post-war modernism, 
designed by a collective of 33 architects. However, when Blanken arrives at Nagele it is not 
what he expected: the model village had become outdated.  
 
In the subsequent pages of the story, Blanken visits both Zeewolde – a small village to the 
east of Almere – and the Oostvaardersplassen, a nature reserve north of Almere. He also 
tells a short history of the polder: from the first plans to reclaim the land from the 
IJsselmeer to stories from pioneering farmers. This section is explicitly based on books and 
news articles from those periods, while the next section, on the history of his family, 
seems to be based on oral history. He looks back at preceding generations of the Blanken 
family: he recounts where they lived and what they did for a living. After a relatively larger 
part on the wanderings of his grandfather and father he returns to the present in which he 
takes his 3-year-old son to the Botenbos ('Boat forest'), close to Zeewolde.  
 
At this point in the story, Blanken turns to Almere. He tells of the architects and planners 
who had a new task: designing a city instead of villages in the polder. The design of 
Almere is depicted by Blanken as being seamless: 'like a city of which one could later 
determine that nothing flowed without a reason, in which one could not find a 
coincidental curve, in which no place was neglected' (ibid.: 34). Subsequently, Blanken 
quotes a newspaper column on 'this inescapable reasonableness' by the Dutch writer 
Godfried Bomans: 'Everything fits there. Only one proposition seems to be dubious: that 
complete efficiency is the same as liveability. As a warning sign, that these are two 
completely different things, we already have Rotterdam' (ibid.: 34). Blanken continues: 
 
Almere and Rotterdam thus have everything to do with each other, like my family history 
made it almost unavoidable that I ended up here. It was, so to speak, genetically defined. 
Adrift. Nowhere at home. Rivers that had to be crossed, if it was not to the city then away 
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from it, into the polder – an endlessly repeating ritual that was settled with the same 
naturalness which made my ancestors name their first son Piet when father was called Arie, 
or Arie when father was called Piet. They figured it out long ago: history never fails to 
repeat itself. (Ibid.: 34)  
 
In the subsequent paragraphs, Blanken compares Almere with Rotterdam in more detail. 
He argues that Rotterdam is a 'new town' because the city centre was largely destroyed by 
a bombardment at the beginning of World War II. The reconstruction of the bombarded 
area took many decades. As a consequence, the centre of Rotterdam is only slightly older, 
and some parts are even younger, than Almere. This leads people to use the same criticism 
to describe Rotterdam and Almere, Blanken (ibid.: 34) argues: 'After five o'clock that place 
is deserted'. However, Rotterdam, Blanken argues, is not the direct predecessor to Almere: 
the Bijlmermeer is. The Bijlmermeer, an urban expansion of Amsterdam from the 1970s, is 
known for its high-rise buildings and use zoning. In reaction to the Bijlmermeer, an 
ordinary Dutch village was built in the newest polder: Almere-Haven. Almere-Haven 
became a traditional village and had to have lots of low-rise buildings, bricks, and little 
canals with step-gables and Dutch gables (ibid.: 35-36).  
 
The criticism was unavoidable, according to Blanken. He cites the architect Izak 
Salomons, who wrote the following in the magazine Wonen-TA/BK: 'Everything the avant-
garde architects discovered and conquered during the 1920s and 1930s in a joint effort of 
artistic feeling and scientific approach, is sacrificed in Almere for an architectural design 
Figure 44: Regenboogbuurt, Almere-Buiten 
214 
with an easy appeal' (ibid.: 36). Not only Dutch architects, urban planners and journalists 
were critical of Almere. Blanken also cites various foreign sources, like a journalist from 
The Wall Street Journal:  
 
Indeed the biggest reason most people strike out for this virgin territory seems to be a 
desire to increase the Dutch birth rate … It may seem somewhat contradictory that people 
who are trying to get away from city crowds should immediately turn around and start 
creating more crowds. But … to be honest, there isn't much else to do. (ibid.: 38) 
 
Although Almere now had more than 100,000 inhabitants, Blanken continues, the city 
centre still hosted a large empty area. Almere reserved space for future extensions of the 
city centre, just like Rotterdam reserved space during its post-war reconstruction. The 
consequences were the same for both cities: wind tunnels. Almere acquired a similar 
reputation as Rotterdam: nowhere else in the Netherlands did the wind blow so severely. 
And next to this open space, the city hall by architect Cees Dam was built. According to 
Blanken this must have been built in a fit of insanity. This unabashedly monumental and 
ugly building was one of the reasons why the city had a reputation for being politically 
incorrect, Blanken argues (ibid.: 39).  
 
At the end of this chapter, Blanken returns to Jan Benthem, the architect who featured 
earlier in the story. For ten years, Benthem lived in Almere in a house, designed by himself 
and his wife, in the De Fantasie residential area.75 He has more understanding of Almere 
than Blanken expected. Benthem is cited as saying: 'A finished city does not develop in ten 
years. You cannot build history. That what is a city is realized only after a while, through 
unanticipated developments. A bit of fiddling around. That is what makes a city alive' 
(ibid.: 39-40). His own house, he said to Blanken, could stay. The provisionality was 
turned into permanent provisionality. It seemed to be the most adequate description of 
Almere, Blanken asserts. 'A city which did not even use to have a hotel and now had to 
make shift with an apparently rather sad chain hotel on the verge of an industrial park' 
(ibid.: 40). He concludes this chapter by elaborating the idea of 'permanent provisionality': 
 
I always thought that a city in which a travelling salesman could not spend the night did 
not really exist. It did not have anything enduring if you could not wake up there. Only a 
true hotel, with revolving doors, interchangeable faces, and anonymous sheets, could pull 
all the provisionality away from the rest of the city. Almere must have been a hotel. 
Something in between temporary and permanent. Something in between dark blue clay 
and turfs. A city which still needed to bed down, until the sand in the pit of the 
Tureluursweg no longer disappeared. (Ibid.: 40)  
 
9.4.4 The most discussed ruin 
 
In the free local paper Almere Vandaag the development of Castle Almere has been 
covered extensively over the years; from the first rumours and the original plan by 
councillor Cees van Bemmel, to the most recent developments. Throughout the coverage, 
                                                 
75
 De Fantasie ('The Fantasy') is a small experimental neighbourhood, the creation of which gave architects the 
possibility to build houses without the usual building restrictions. The project is similar to De Realiteit, which 
was mentioned in the article by Bob Witman in the external tales section. The initial idea was that the houses 
would be demolished after five years. However, due to their success both neighbourhoods are still there.  
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van Bemmel is treated critically by the journalists of Almere Vandaag. The project is 
mockingly called 'Bemmelstein'76 and reference is repeatedly made to van Bemmel's other 
realized and much-discussed idea: the mobile stage on the Grote Markt in Almere-Stad. 
The other prominent figure in this project, real estate developer Tijs Blom, is also 
discussed elaborately. His original vision, as he declared in February 1999, was to build a 
real medieval building: not an 'Efteling' or a Disney castle, but a castle with strength and 
charm (Vuijk, 2002).77 In the following years, Blom mainly featured in articles that 
discussed his financial problems and the various attempts to overcome them. Even after 
the bankruptcy of the project, Blom tried to finish the castle with the help of new 
investors. However, none of these plans worked out. As mentioned in the article on the 
castle by Elsbeth Stoker (section 9.3.5), the castle was most recently owned by the Gravin 
company.  
 
The most recent articles about the castle in Almere Vandaag focus on the future use of the 
castle and the adjoining land. On 27 October 2006, Maaike van den Bosch wrote about the 
history and future of the castle under the heading De meest besproken bouwval ('The most 
discussed ruin'). The majority of the article is an enumeration of the various plans and 
ideas to reuse the castle. Most of them – like the Saudi princess's plan to buy the place – 
were already mentioned in the previously discussed articles on the castle. Here my focus is 
on the future plans for the castle, as they are discussed at the beginning of the article.  
 
It makes the top three of most-discussed buildings in the city without a problem: Castle 
Almere. Even before the first stone was laid down it was already the talk of the town. 
Critics said that the plan was tasteless: a seventeenth century castle in the youngest city of 
the Netherlands. Others praised the courage of former councillor Cees van Bemmel's idea. 
Since then the castle remained in the public eye. Since the development of the castle 
stopped in 2002 the main question has been 'When will it finally be finished?'. The most 
recent lords of the castle, Joop van der Graaf and Henk Vink, do not give away anything. 
They are in conversation with the municipality. It looks like they have given in and will 
allow commercial activities after all. (van den Bosch, 2006)  
 
Allowing commercial activities on the site of the castle had been discussed by the city 
council some weeks before during the Politieke Markt.78 Jossie van Puijenbroek wrote an 
account of that discussion for Almere Vandaag (29 September 2006) under the heading 
Kasteel nieuw van opzet ('New set-up for castle'). The discussion was initiated by the 
Christian Democrats, who had asked councillor Henk Smeeman from the liberal party to 
inform the council about the latest developments with regard to the future of the castle. 
Smeeman declared that Castle Almere could be finished only if the original plans were 
abandoned (van Puijenbroek, 2006). It was found that the plans of the original initiator 
could not be executed and the new owner had many different ideas, according to 
Smeeman. These ideas included a combination of the existing plans – the castle as a 
wedding location and as a public space – and some new developments, such as the 
                                                 
76
 Bemmelstein is a play on words: it refers to 'Bommelstein', the castle of the famous Dutch cartoon figure 
Olivier B. Bommel, a creation of Marten Toonder.  
77
 The Efteling is currently the most visited Dutch amusement park, but originally started in 1952 as a small-
scale park with the 'Sprookjesbos' (a romantic fairy tale forest).  
78
 The Politieke Markt ('Political Market') is a weekly public meeting of Almere city council. The meeting can 
be attended by inhabitants of the city, and if they collect enough signatures they can also put items on the 
agenda. 
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construction of apartments or office buildings next to the castle. To accommodate these 
plans, the city council decided during the Politieke Markt that the zoning scheme had to 
be altered (ibid.).  
 
9.5 Concluding remarks 
 
The concrete urban tales presented in this chapter tell different stories, from different 
perspectives about different aspects of Almere. As such, they collectively create a complex, 
diverse and sometimes even contradictory image of the city. In these tales Almere is 
championed for its exceptional architecture, but is also criticized for its blandness. It is 
portrayed by some as a national miracle and by others as a national failure, but they all 
seem to agree that Almere still needs time to develop fully. Some also argue that Almere 
has everything one needs, while others focus on the lack of certain services or facilities. In 
the following chapter, this complex image is supplemented with the life stories from 
individual urban dwellers. After that, all urban tales from Almere are analysed jointly. In 
the chapter, the various voices from the city are confronted with each other in an effort to 
explore some of their common or distinctive narrative features.  
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10.  PERSONAL TALES FROM ALMERE 
 
 
The first inhabitants of Almere-Haven moved into their new houses at the end of 1976. In 
contrast to other villages and cities in the polder, most of these inhabitants came to 
Almere not for a new job, but for a house and a garden (Breed et al., 2001: 25). In line with 
the city's raison d'être – namely to solve of the housing shortage in the northern wing of 
the Randstad – Almere continued over the following years to attract people on the basis of 
affordable and spacious housing. In this chapter, the life stories of some of those who 
moved to Almere are discussed. As in the chapter on the personal tales from Tilburg, 
extracts from ten life stories are presented in the following pages. An elaborate discussion 
of the actual collection, selection and writing up of these personal tales can be found in 
sections 2.4.3 and 4.1.3. At this point, it suffices to say that four life stories are discussed as 
a whole in the first part of the chapter, while only some fragments of the other six life 
stories are discussed in the second part of the chapter. These fragments are, as in the 
chapter on the personal tales from Tilburg, loosely clustered in two sections titled 'Almere 
and moving' and 'Living in Almere'. In the subsequent chapter, the various urban tales are 
analysed from a narrative perspective.  
Figure 45: The city of Almere 
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All the people in Almere who told me their life stories were introduced to me by Connie 
Franssen, one of the co-founders of the earlier discussed project Het Geheugen van 
Almere ('The memory of Almere'). The central feature of this project is a website that was 
launched on 6 May 2005 (www.geheugenvanalmere.nl). In a similar vein as a project in an 
urban district of Amsterdam, a virtual space was created on this website for short stories 
on historical events and places in Almere. In the beginning the website collected some 50 
short stories on Almere, all written by people from Almere. The stories ranged from the 
highly personal to the communal, but in general the stories narrated the history of Almere 
from the perspective of people living there. Much has happened in the 30 years since the 
city was established, and one aim of the project is to show how the inhabitants 
experienced this time. The stories were collected by a group of volunteers, each of whom 
received training in interviewing and writing. Each story was subsequently put on the site 
alongside with a photo, some key words and a map showing the location of the story. The 
number of stories grew from 50 to more than 250 within a year, and the project instigated 
various collaborations and spin-offs. In association with a growing number of 
organizations in Almere exhibitions were organized, special projects were set up and a 
weekly radio show was launched. As Frank Kresin, one of the co-founders of Het 
Geheugen van Almere, told me during the interview:  
 
It is about people who want to tell a story and other people who want to read that. You 
contribute to the writing of history and you contribute to the feeling of solidarity. It is a 
small and pragmatic thing one can do and that other people can pick up. (…) The project 
was sort of the same as what you are doing, for we wanted to have a website which gave 
inhabitants the opportunity to log the various perspectives on the city.  
 
Various interviewees were closely associated with Het Geheugen van Almere at the time of 
the interview. Besides Connie Franssen and co-founder Frank Kresin, some interviewees – 
notably Eva-Maria Kintzel, Jos Corveleijn and Adri Boellaard – wrote stories for the 
website. Moreover, most of the interviewees still feature in one or more stories on the 
website. Some of the stories told to me during the interview also feature in another 
version on the website. 
 
10.1 The tale of Eva-Maria Kintzel 
 
When I interviewed Eva-Maria Kintzel in February 2006 at her house in the Molenbuurt in 
Almere-Buiten, she told about her journey from East Germany to Almere, a journey that 
took her through West Germany and Nijmegen. Her life story, as she told it to me on that 
afternoon, is retold in the following account.  
 
I was born in 1960 in the GDR [German Democratic Republic], in the area where 
Honecker used to have his hunting grounds. Both my parents worked for the 
church, the Protestant church. We are Lutheran. I had two grandfathers who were 
ministers in a Lutheran church and that was not easy in the GDR. So I grew up 
between what the state wanted, what the government wanted, and what we did 
and what the church wanted. Often that was not compatible, so to say. This 
determined my whole youth. My parents… my father was very anti-GDR: he did 
not want another dictatorship and have to obey again. And that is also why he 
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never participated in anything and he expected his children not to join any 
organization for children and the like. That made us always somewhat of an 
outsider.  
 
At the age of 16, Eva-Maria was not allowed to continue school and had to leave the 
regular school system. Eventually she was accepted at a boarding school on an island near 
Potsdam, where she stayed for another three years. The pupils at the boarding school were 
primarily the children of ministers and co-workers from the church, and most of them 
ended up studying theology or leaving for the West.  
 
At that time I married very young, with somebody from my class. He was a bit 
older than me, and it was a terrible marriage. It did not go well at all, but we both 
wanted to leave so we started to study theology, one year. (…) And then we wrote a 
so-called Ausreiseantrag [a request to leave the country] and sent it in. We were 
removed from the college because the Stasi came and they had to expel those 
people. In the GDR it was prohibited to do nothing, because in that case you went 
to jail. Thus you had to find a job. So I cleaned for the church for two years. In a 
large office building that belonged to the church. And in 1983 I was released from 
the GDR, with a certificate that said that I was no longer a citizen of the GDR. And 
then you had to leave fairly quickly. [Was there a special motive for your release?] 
No, I had filed the request and had continued to do that over and again. You were 
repeatedly invited to have a conversation and they tried to convince you that you 
still had a place in the GDR and that you should stay. Well, that did not work for 
us.  
 
At this point Eva-Maria tells about how her parents were in doubt about leaving the GDR. 
Her grandparents had left the GDR when her grandfather retired. As a former minister he 
could no longer find a place to live, so he moved to West Germany with his wife. 
Eventually her parents, as well as most members of her family, went West.  
 
Well, I left first at that time. That was in 1983. Helmut Kohl had become chancellor 
and the GDR wanted to show that they were compliant and naturally they wanted 
to negotiate about this, that and the other. And so they released 40,000 people just 
like that. So that was very funny. We all, not all 40,000, but we all stumbled upon 
each other when we had to arrange things. A year later they released another 
30,000 people and my parents were part of that. That was very dramatic for they 
really came… On the same day that they had heard that they had to leave, they 
came with their small cases and had to leave everything behind. The salad was still 
standing on the table. At twelve o'clock two men came and they said that they had 
to leave before five o'clock. My father managed to stretch it out a little bit, at least 
until the evening, because he wanted to say goodbye to his mother. It also meant 
that he could not go back. You were not allowed to visit after leaving the country. 
That was the biggest step in my life. That was a much bigger step than going to the 
Netherlands. Because also we never had set foot in West Berlin. We could not 
imagine that one could live there. It was a television image. Our family used to 
come from there and then they left again, but it was like they sort of vanished into 
a mist. You could not follow them and you were never able to go there and take a 
look. But suddenly you were there. 
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In West Berlin, Eva-Maria studied Indo-Germanic linguistics and Slavonic studies. In that 
period she also got divorced and met her current husband, Ivo, on the train from West 
Berlin to West Germany. After one and a half years of travelling to each other and writing 
letters she decided to move to Nijmegen, where he lived and did his PhD at the university. 
In Nijmegen it was not possible to continue studying Slavonic studies or Indo-Germanic 
linguistics, so Eva-Maria switched to general linguistics. She completed this study in 1989: 
two years after she had arrived in the Netherlands and one year after she had married Ivo.  
 
For us that period was… Ivo, my husband, who had got his doctoral degree in 
Nijmegen and he applied for jobs in that period. He then got the job that he has 
now, in Amsterdam at the Vrije Universiteit [Free University]. Since we wanted to 
have children we had to leave Nijmegen, because the commuting between the 
university and home, that had just become too much. The whole distance, after 
three weeks he was exhausted. And then, it was very difficult to… We did not want 
to live in Amsterdam itself. Because we wanted children and we wanted to have a 
somewhat affordable house with some space and you could not find that in 
Amsterdam. And the villages surrounding Amsterdam kept commuters out. You 
could not get in there. And we had friends who also studied in Nijmegen and who 
also were working in Amsterdam. They were living in Almere and we came over to 
Almere one time to take a look and I thought that it was dreadful. Then I said: 
right, we are never moving here. At the time it was so… when you came from the 
train station of Almere-Buiten everything was bare. The Molenbuurt was still new 
here. It was some five years old. That was still quite new, low small trees, the wind 
blew terribly and the bus lane was so wide. Everything was so flat. A lot of fresh air, 
mind you, but it was just bare, disconsolate. That was the impression it gave us. 
And then we visited the Bouwmeesterbuurt and they came and picked us up on 
their bicycles from the station in Almere-Buiten; they were former students, 
former students, and they remained to be so for a long time. We sat on the back 
and the wind blew and they were pedalling. Then we arrived at the 
Bouwmeesterbuurt and there were those greyish, light yellow, grey houses and all 
the same front doors, all those bright blue front doors, they all looked the same. 
The same goes for those back yards, all the same sheds, all the same fences, all low, 
no trees. That Bouwmeesterbuurt was half a year old at the time. We visited them 
in the summer, I believe, or in the beginning of the autumn. And we really said: we 
will never go here, never come and live here. But there was no other option. Our 
friends said: the house next to ours will become vacant because those people are 
building a new house; perhaps we can arrange that you can rent this house. And 
we succeeded, because then there were no waiting lists and it was possible to get 
that house immediately. That was nice, because we immediately had some 
contacts, we knew the people next to us. It was so familiar as well. We ended up 
here, and we said the whole time: no, no, we are not placing a fence and we will 
not put too much in the garden because in fact we want to leave again. That was at 
the end of 1989, on Brinkmanstraat in the Bouwmeesterbuurt.  
 
In 1991 their daughter Yentl was born and two years later Mari, their son, was born. Both 
are real Almeerders (inhabitants of Almere), Eva-Maria says. They have lived in Almere all 
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their lives and feel at home there. At this point in the interview Eva-Maria shortly looked 
back at her time in Nijmegen and subsequently she assessed Almere:  
 
By now it is like… it simply has become a full-grown city. There are just as many 
people who have studied, or artists, or foreigners, as in any other city. We have 
here, for instance, an annual art tour; then all the artists in Almere open their 
doors to the public. And much happens here if you look a little bit behind the 
facade. In fact I no longer have to leave here. It has taken some time, but now I 
think that everything also happens in Almere. Yes, everything you need. Of course, 
now we have a family and we go out less. That is, we no longer go to the cafe every 
evening, or to the theatre or the cinema.  
 
However, the city lacks a university, Eva-Maria adds. You feel it in the atmosphere, she 
says, although that is also changing: there are more and more students coming to Almere. 
After a short account on the increasing costs of studying, I ask Eva-Maria about their move 
from the Bouwmeesterbuurt to the Molenbuurt, and how these neighbourhoods differ 
from each other.  
 
This neighbourhood is older than the other neighbourhood. This neighbourhood is 
almost 20 years old, 21 years old, something like that. And because it is always like 
that in Almere: people with very young children or still without children come to 
live somewhere and then have children very soon. That is why this neighbourhood 
Figure 46: Molenbuurt, Almere-Buiten 
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has older age categories. The young people are between 15 and 25 years old, if they 
still live at home. But when we came here four years ago, there were many groups 
of young people roaming the streets and shouting at night. They are gone now, 
mostly, they live in lodgings or have gone I don't know where to. But you also have 
mopeds and many weed smokers, and then that gradually diminishes while in the 
Bouwmeesterbuurt that will increase now. They are on average more like 15 years 
old over there, the first children are 16 now. And here some people already had one 
or two children and they are already 20. It simply is a difference of five years 
between both neighbourhoods.  
 
These houses are, these are wood frame constructions. This one also, so it is 
completely made of wood. Part of Stellingmolenstraat, the whole of 
Watermolenstraat and this part of Poldermolenweg, these are all wood frame 
constructions and they require a lot of maintenance. (…) We wanted to have it 
right away, but there are only a few people who want to buy it because you need to 
paint the house every five years and sometimes even sooner. That shed was 
painted last year, or two years ago, and in fact it needs to be painted again. People 
prefer to have a low maintenance garden and a house free of maintenance. (…) We 
love wood, things that are older, and we love Sweden. This house has something of 
a Swedish style to it. We liked that from the beginning. And it gives a different 
atmosphere, a wooden house. When you clapped in your hands in the old house, 
you heard little echoes in all the corners, because everything was concrete. And 
this is just, it is just alive. (…) It sort of resembles an old house and because 
everything is new in Almere we liked that; with those tall trees in the garden. For 
those are also twenty years old. (…) But we loved it, those tall trees here in the 
garden and the wooden house. You have to love that, and not many people do. 
Most people want everything new. That is a bit typical of Almere, wanting 
everything to be new and perfect.  
 
After discussing the colour scheme of the houses in more detail, Eva-Maria continues to 
compare the Bouwmeesterbuurt to the Molenbuurt. According to a newspaper article she 
recently read, the Molenbuurt is poorer than the Bouwmeesterbuurt. This brings her to 
the deterioration of certain areas in her neighbourhood and how the rubbish that is lying 
scattered all over the place only creates more rubbish.  
 
There were those initiatives in Almere: Schoon is Gewoon [clean is normal]. People 
could sign up and then they got a stick with pincers on the end and a few refuse 
bags and then you could clean the neighbourhood with those. But so few people 
participated, so at two occasions… The doorbell rang and somebody from the 
Vlaaienkoning [a local pastry shop] stood there with a fruit pie with Schoon is 
Gewoon written on top. As a thank you for cleaning the neighbourhood. And a 
week later the Vlaaienkoning man stood again at the door if you participated 
again, because you were the only one. (…) 
 
The move from the Bouwmeesterbuurt to the Molenbuurt meant that they stayed in 
Almere-Buiten. I asked Eva-Maria if this was a deliberate choice. 
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Yeah, absolutely. Because Almere-Buiten is more spacious, the gardens are bigger, 
the layout is more spacious. It is becoming less. In the new neighbourhoods you 
sometimes see that everything is becoming tight; the gardens are becoming 
smaller, or they no longer have a front garden. You see that the streets are 
becoming narrower and that there are fewer playgrounds for children. They plant a 
wipkip [a small see-saw] somewhere and that is it. But in those old 
neighbourhoods you just have much more space. And besides, we want to cook 
with gas and in Almere-Stad they have district heating which requires electronic 
cooking and we want gas. And we have our own boiler and we prefer that.  
 
Almere-Haven has a much cosier atmosphere. They have a little art canal with 
galleries, specialty shops, and the Duka la Dunia fair trade shop is there. The 
Triade foundation, where handicapped persons can sell their self-made things, is 
there. You have got Avanti, where the elderly can go, and Corrosia and all sorts of 
things. There are beautiful murals, there is a good bookshop and in between of 
course what you have everywhere, the Kruidvat [a chain of drugstores] and the 
like. But it is a bit more mixed and also some better shops and second-hand ones. 
And they also have a small market square where they have market on Friday. Here 
the market is on Thursday on the large square, but it is without atmosphere. (…) 
When I arrive in Haven then every time I have the idea that it is cosier, or 
something like that. There is something to do.  
 
Figure 47: Shopping centre, Almere-Buiten 
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Eva-Maria would have loved to move to Almere-Haven but it has no train station and her 
husband commutes to work by train. She also loves the layout of Almere-Haven: 'It is a 
little bit confusing, sometimes a bit of a labyrinth, but there's much more diversity. And in 
Almere-Buiten it is much more the same.' Even the shops are the same in Almere-Buiten. 
At the end of the interview, Eva-Maria criticizes the lack of specialty shops and cultural 
facilities in her part of town: 'It is pretty boring'. According to Eva-Maria, there are only 
sporting facilities: a swimming pool, sports clubs and fitness centres.  
 
10.2 The tale of Frits Huis 
 
Frits Huis was the last person I interviewed in Almere, in June 2006 at his house in the De 
Marken neighbourhood in Almere-Haven. Just like the others I found Frits via Connie 
Franssen, who referred to him explicitly in the interview I had with her: 
 
Almere-Haven is the place where the pioneers started. The oldest district has 
existed for 30 years now. And most of the pioneers are still living there. That is the 
Haven clique, the Havenbaronnen [Haven barons]. Frits is one of them, and Nico 
van Duijn, the first GP and there are more men like that. And those are all men 
who grew along with the city; who gradually ended up in key positions in the city 
and still have very much influence and still determine many things. In a very 
positive manner, mind you. But it is, you have got the pioneers, the 
Havenbaronnen, and then there is the rest of Almere. That still is the case. So 
Almere-Buiten still does not count. Haven, then you are a real Almeerder. 
 
As a real Almeerder, Frits was both an enthusiastic and a fast speaker who impelled me to 
shorten the long transcript of his interview more drastically than in other cases. This 
means, for instance, that I hardly included fragments in which he talked about his school 
career or about his career as a journalist at the national newspaper De Telegraaf. Frits is 
one of the founding members of Leefbaar Almere [Liveable Almere] and consequently his 
political career is included here more elaborately, although large extracts from that part of 
the interview are excluded as well. Nevertheless, Frits had enough to tell: 
 
I shall start with a short description of the period before Almere. But I first want to 
say that, it is something like my personal credo: I was born in Amsterdam, but 
Almere is born in me. I really love this city and that is, of course, because I – 
because we – in 1976 in November, settled down in Almere as one of the first. But 
it is also because I was here in Almere already more than a year earlier, when there 
really was nothing yet; except the 'Bivak' of which you perhaps already heard of 
before.79 I was already setting up a newspaper for Almere: the Almare. That was an 
idea of De Telegraaf where I was working. I was 25 years old at the time. And I had 
been working since I was 19, so I had quite some journalistic experience. And De 
Telegraaf thought: well, we have to start up a newspaper in the new city. That had 
to be a paper for subscribers. The marketeers envisioned a gigantic future for it, 
but it came to nothing. Not because that paper was not a success, but because they 
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 The 'Bivak' was a camp of eight transportable wooden barracks, and since December 1975 it had lodged a 
small group of harbingers.  
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made very wrong assumptions. That newspaper still exists: it is a free newspaper 
now.  
 
My background is that I was born in Amsterdam, in Amsterdam-West. In a… you 
could say in a working class family, but with a white collar; my father was a 
salesman. And he drove a car; he worked in the flooring sector. When I was 12, or 
13, or 14, my parents separated, and that makes me one of the first, you know in the 
sixties, of those divorce cases. My parents considered school and study to be 
important, but I was a rebellious kid, so I… I had the intelligence but I will spare 
you the whole story. 
 
Although he did spare me and did not tell the whole story, he did tell part of it: about how 
he started various educational programmes and finally finished the HAVO in 1969, when 
he was 19.80 After turning down a job at a newspaper in Alphen aan den Rijn, he started at 
De Telegraaf, where he worked for over 32 years. As mentioned, it was by way of De 
Telegraaf that he came to Almere. However, Frits first elaborated a bit more on the period 
before Almere: 
 
I married when I was 21 with the lady who was downstairs a minute ago and now is 
upstairs again. I met her at a campsite and I believe we were, she was 19 and I was 
20 when we got together, and 20 and 21 when we got married. Straightaway a child 
– and that shows you that there are exceptions to the rule: it can work out. We 
lived in Amsterdam for a few years and then moved to Purmerend. I was making a 
career as well; earning more money, a new apartment in Purmerend and then that 
request for Almere came. Gineke had just started a day-care centre in Purmerend, 
in which she invested almost all the money she earned – so that became the best 
looking day-care centre – and at the same time I had that opportunity to come 
here. At the time I insufficiently realized what that meant for her. I think that is 
important for the story; I do not know if it fits in. But I was so enthusiastic – and 
she was as well about the opportunity I was given – that I did not properly realize 
what it meant for her. Since we were living there comfortably, in a four-room 
apartment. If we had stayed there we would have surely bought a house at some 
point in our housing career; either in Purmerend or in one of the adjacent villages. 
So she had the day-care centre and I had to decide, in a short period of time, if I 
wanted to do this or not. And I did it. Well, we went there with our Volkswagen 
Beetle from the newspaper. We drove over the Hollandse Brug. (…) You had to 
take a totally different route to get there, of course. And there lay the vast polder 
where nothing stood in 1975, except for the little building at the Gooimeer. Such a 
little office where the Rijksdienst voor de IJsselmeerpolders [the government 
department for the IJsselmeerpolders] was based, and the Bivak. There the true 
pioneers of Almere were based, who always felt underrated because they are 
almost never mentioned. They were making everything ready for the first 
inhabitants of the 'proper' houses, so to speak. Thus, at that time I was already 
coming there. I saw the foundation stones been laid of the first houses, of which 
we got one. In 1976 we moved here. Well, I believe that the first keys were handed 
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over on 30 November, or 1 December, to the first hundred people. Formally, we 
were part of it, but because we came there for my job: we were not part of that 
group but we also got the key. Well, now we are counted among them formally. 
We got the keys, I think, one day afterwards or something like that. And the 
newspaper changed from once a month to once a week at that time. That had to be 
arranged immediately. And there are many people who say it: we are the first ones 
who slept there. Anyhow, it could have well been us, I do not know. For I think 
that we were living here two days afterwards. We celebrated St Nicholas here with 
the children. And that newspaper had to be published.  
 
The newspaper venture lasted for five or six years, and after some detours Frits returned to 
write for De Telegraaf. In the following years he wrote newspaper articles about various 
topics, including about one of his main passions: sport. In 2000 everything changed.  
 
In 2000, I founded Leefbaar Almere together with two other people, because we 
thought that things were not going well in Almere. Especially the impact of the 
VVD [the Dutch liberal party] was too large and they – and here I put them a bit at 
a disadvantage I have to say in all fairness – they were very keen on those real 
estate developers and the feeling was mutual, we believed. At the time there was a 
mega project here, Omniworld. Perhaps you have heard of it. We were very much 
against it, since community money was spent on a football stadium. The 
accompanying club had to follow. The private investors were, as usual, absent 
Figure 48: Almere-Haven 
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when it was time to invest; they are only present when it is time to earn. For us 
that was the reason to found that political party. And we did that in the steps of 
Hilversum and Utrecht.81 (…) Well, later on we were led to electoral victory, 
partially in the slipstream of Fortuyn in 2002. Although 'victory', we never 
participated before. We had nine seats at one time and were the biggest faction. 
Yes, that brought a lot about.  
 
His own newspaper carried the headline 'Revolution in Almere'. Strangely enough, the 
chief editors of De Telegraaf found out only at that moment that Huis was the one heading 
the list of the candidates, although his own boss had known about it long before. The chief 
editors were not amused. While the incident had no direct consequences for his position 
at the paper, Frits resigned when, as a result of the electoral victory, he became a city 
councillor. This lasted three and a half years: in July 2005 he ended his political career 
after some internal shifts in the faction. Since then he has been on half-pay and he has 
enrolled in an outplacement programme. Frits made it very clear at this point in the 
interview that his political career brought quite some financial insecurity and that he 
certainly was no profiteer. While Frits subsequently elaborates on this track and the 
political course of Almere, he returns to the first years in Almere:  
 
That first period was a very nice time. And then you saw that some people were 
really leading and I was one of those. Not only because I did a lot of things, but 
also because I had that newspaper. (…) In those days you had Frits Huis, Nico van 
Duijn, and you had the first head of the school, Joop Kuys. And that was something 
of a trio. 
 
In that period they were asked to carry out various administrative tasks. This was 
something he would not have done that promptly in other places, but in this new city 
initiatives just had to be grasped, Frits recalls. After some years he deliberately reduced his 
public role, only to return in the run-up to the elections of 2000. At the time he was 
member of a card club with, among others, Nico van Duijn. They often complained to 
each other about the state of local affairs. During a game of cards they decided that it was 
a good moment for them to found a new political party, since their prominent public role 
had diminished and a new establishment had appeared on the local scene.  
 
I remember well that we, we had launched ourselves and we went into politics and 
it was superb. And the press of course thought that it was marvellous. And the 
then chair of the D66 faction [the Dutch liberal democrats] in Almere, Mrs Greta 
Boom, who I did not even know personally – for there was so much time in 
between – she had said in the newspaper: 'Well, Frits Huis: what has he done for 
Almere?' She did not have the faintest idea, so I sent a letter to the newspaper 
listing the various things I had done. Not that it matters, because somebody who 
has been living here for one week should also be able to stand for the municipal 
council. But for Mrs Boom… this and that. Anyway, the conclusion to all that was, 
for me personally: say, this is a good moment, because a whole new establishment 
has arisen and they appeal to their status of being establishment and they ask 
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people what they think they are doing here. Well, that is marvellous, because we 
had deliberately chosen to give space to other people and now we claimed that 
space again. (…) So strange, especially in politics… kicking the establishment, while 
we used to be the establishment, although not politically. But we used to be in 
Almere, yes, we were the establishment. And after so many years, because Almere 
had existed for 26 years at the time, we started kicking the establishment. And now 
that same establishment has taken over control again. Because the whole political 
and administrative renewal is wrecked now. So it is very interesting to battle 
against that yet again. From our perspective anyway… That all those people say 
'nonsense', that is completely untrue. Because it is true, it is simply true. But again: 
according to me.  
 
At this point in the interview I asked Frits about his family. Up to that point he had 
primarily talked about work and politics.  
 
Family and Almere. Yes, that is a bit of a bourgeois story. As I already told you, 
Gineke and I… She is from Enschede. We met each other at a campsite. She was 15 
and I was 17. She turned 16 there. Well, that is with letters and the like… it took a 
couple of years, but at a certain point it hit home. As I told you, Gineke – and this 
could be interesting – she came here somewhat half-heartedly, it meant little to 
her. And when she came here for the first time, I brought along a colleague of 
mine, a typical Amsterdammer [inhabitant of Amsterdam], a smashing person. 
Well, we were there with the Volkswagen, the Beetle, and they were still building 
those houses. It was raining and it was muddy, it was downright terrible and I 
loved it. But Gineke thought: where the hell have I ended up? (…) And that is the 
interesting part: Gineke does not feel a bond with Almere. For her it is more like 
an okay place to live, but it could also be possible somewhere else. Our children 
live here, they consider themselves to be Almeerders. Peter the most I think, but 
our daughters are… yes, Susan is 34, so she came here when she was four or five 
years old. Marjan, she is 31, so she was about two years old at the time. So they are 
girls from Almere; well, women by now. They both have an apartment here and 
they do not need to leave. [An apartment in Almere-Haven?] No, in Almere-Stad. 
But it is the case that Havenaren [inhabitants of Almere-Haven] are a typical 
variety here in Almere. In the sense that, if you have been living in Haven for a 
long time, or if you grew up there, then you preferably want to live in Haven again. 
It has some sort of atmosphere, the Havenaren. (…) 
 
And, well, we have lived here longer than anywhere else, almost 30 years now. And 
the big difference is that I am very dedicated to this city; I can also become really 
emotional about it. Perhaps it is because I am Amsterdammer by birth, that could 
well be it, but I could straightaway write a song about Almere, so to speak. And not 
a shitty song like they sing in that commercial, but a pure and simple one.82 And 
Gineke lacks that completely. It's that there are ties that bind us to Almere, but it 
is much more rational for her and for me it is just emotional. Peculiar, right? She 
does not have an aversion or something like that, it is not like she has always lived 
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here reluctantly. She also sees the geographical advantages, because we have two 
dogs. Well, I do not think that there are many municipalities in the Netherlands 
where there are so many opportunities to take your dogs out in the open air; at 
walking distance from your house. That is of course very special. We have, of 
course, very beautiful lakes around here. It is not just a new town like Zoetermeer 
or the like, which makes you think: I do not want to be found dead here, so to 
speak. Of course, it has its disadvantages as well, since a monumental, pretty, or, 
so to say, picturesque city centre is lacking. Everything is modern. But on the other 
hand, there really are advantages. She sees those as well, but there it ends.  
 
Still, she probably would not want to leave now for the children's sake, Frits argues. Their 
son Peter, who still is living with his parents, does not want to leave Almere. And Frits 
personally is strongly attached to the city as well, although he would perhaps leave for a 
new job. His attachment to Almere is different from his attachment to Amsterdam, his 
city of birth. Thinking of Amsterdam he thinks of the popular singer Johnny Jordaan or 
the Westertoren, the highest tower in the city centre. Thinking of Almere, the city where 
he has lived the largest part of his life, he thinks about the growing up of his children, the 
friends he made, his social life. While talking about this, Frits remembers something: 
 
What I wanted to say is that – you hear this from many inhabitants of Almere and 
especially inhabitants from the beginning, but you still can hear it – many people 
say, and I have also had that feeling, now a bit less, but it was very strong: when we 
Figure 49: Market in Almere-Haven 
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drive out of Almere – often I had to be in Amsterdam or somewhere else for my 
work – and when we drove back to Almere and we drove onto the Hollandse Brug, 
well, then it was like a feeling of liberation comes over me. And I am not the only 
one who says that; there are many people who still say that and felt that way at the 
time. And I think that it is, but now it is of course less than in those first years, it is 
indeed related to the idea that you leave the Randstad behind you, where 
everything is congested and overcrowded, and then you land here; wherever your 
history lies. And then you drive across that bridge and arrive in that new land; for 
it is also a new land of course. And many people felt that. I do not know if 
somebody also said that to you. It is odd. (…) 
 
In the beginning we really felt like Calimero: zij zijn groot en ik is klein ['they are 
big and I is small'].83 And for us Almere was already beautiful back then, because 
there was of course very much greenery, unspoilt and magnificent. Only nobody 
wanted to know that. Wanted to know that. It is not that nobody knew it. Nobody 
wanted to know it. People acted very dismissive. Especially in the Grachtengordel, 
of course, and similar surroundings.84 That is gone, that is simply gone. At least, 
that is largely gone; for the largest part. Since Almere has almost 200,000 
inhabitants. That just has to do with it. And I think that we are the seventh city of 
the Netherlands. It has of course also been the case that we were anticipating that 
for a long time: we wanted to grow and we wanted to grow fast.  
 
The relationship with Amsterdam was problematic in the beginning, especially among 
former inhabitants of Amsterdam, Frits recalled. The fear was always that Amsterdam 
would trample Almere, that Almere would be a satellite city of Amsterdam. According to 
Frits that fear never became a reality, because Almere became a large city with its own 
identity. While the original plans estimated a growth of between 125,000 and 250,000 
inhabitants, Frits argues, the current estimations range from 350,000 to 400,000 
inhabitants.  
 
Well, so you are destined to become the third or fourth city of the Netherlands. 
Then you no longer have the idea: well, Amsterdam will devour us. You just have 
two strong cities next to each other that dominate the whole of the northern wing 
of the Randstad. That is what it all comes down to. And that also changes the 
thinking about that city. For years we have been inward-looking. And the outside 
world did not understand us, because Almere was a dormitory suburb and they 
said: 'Oh! Terrible, Almere, you do not want to go there.' That was often said, also 
by famous Dutchmen who had been here several times, or who had been here 
once. And that is gone. Now it is a self-assured city and that will only increase, 
because that city still faces an explosive growth. 
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10.3 The tale of Jos Corveleijn 
 
Jos Corveleijn was the first person I interviewed in Almere, at the beginning of February 
2006. The life story she told me that afternoon in her house in the Stedenwijk in Almere-
Stad is partially retold here. Jos first told her story in broad outlines; subsequently, several 
topics were discussed more elaborately. She was born in 1963 in Weesp, a small town 
located between Amsterdam and the Gooi region. Her father was a bus driver, her mother 
a housewife. From Weesp she went to the VWO in Amsterdam, in the summer by bike 
and in the winter by train.85 After secondary school she started studying French language 
and literature at the University of Amsterdam, but she did not finish it because of the 
programme's increasing focus on grammar. After looking for work she eventually found a 
job at the Yellow Pages, first as proof-reader and then in the composing room. During her 
study and the period that she worked at the Yellow Pages, Jos lived in various parts of 
Amsterdam, including the Bijlmermeer.86 The following extract begins at the moment she 
quit her work at the Yellow Pages:  
 
In the meanwhile I married and I got my first child and then I stopped working. In 
that period I moved to Almere, when I married in 1993. But I was not attached to 
Almere, as I already mentioned. Even not when my first child was born. The first 
four years when they do not go to school you are effectively alone at home. You do 
a bit of shopping, but apart from that I had absolutely no affinity for Almere. You 
always have Amsterdam. Go shopping in Amsterdam and go to the market there. 
(…) 
 
The image I had of Almere in the beginning was that it was terribly boring. And 
especially if you do not have children, then there is nothing to do here. That was 
my image. It is in fact pretty nice to live here with children. You have got space 
and fresh air. There are all kinds of things close at hand: you have got beaches and 
woods. You get on your bike and within five minutes you are somewhere in the 
open air. And it turns out to be like that if you have children. And when they grow 
up and get friends and join clubs, you meet other parents. But only since my 
divorce, two years ago. When I started to get back on my feet again – it was 
dreadful – I began with Het Geheugen van Almere ('The memory of Almere'). At 
the time I thought that I wanted to do something with language again; to write or 
whatever. And I saw that Het Geheugen van Almere offered a writing course, for 
free. Very short, but very nice. So I did that and started writing for Het Geheugen 
van Almere. And that is successful and I enjoy doing it so much that I've already 
written eight episodes for a series called Kerkepad.87 (…) And the people all say: 
you have a talent. And indirectly I ended up at the Almare, a free local newspaper. 
I have written two articles for them by now. So that is nice. It's all going very well. 
(…) But through that work you make a lot of contacts, also the work for the radio. I 
am also part of the editorial staff of the Het Geheugen radio show. Yeah, more and 
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more is added. That is the thing when you offer yourself as a volunteer: they like to 
have you for everything. But it is nice to… You meet a lot of people and you learn 
all kinds of things and everybody is enthusiastic. That is something I am only 
starting to notice now: in Almere there is still this circle of people who helped to 
build up Almere. It's almost something of a family, you could say. [The pioneers?] 
The pioneers. If you know one then you know them all. Because the same names 
constantly pop up. They help each other as well and they know people if you need 
something. So they say: 'You just have to call him for that'. If you do that and you 
mention the name of the person who gave you the number, then everything 
follows from that. That is typical of Almere, I reckon. (…)  
 
In the beginning, I only used to go to the train station, to my work. At that time I 
was living here, at least, not in the beginning of the Yellow Pages. It was exactly at 
the end of the ten years that I worked there. In 1993 I got married and then we 
moved here. (…) And I just went back and forth to my work. And on the way back 
from the station I quickly went to the C1000 [a supermarket] to do some shopping 
and for the rest, nothing. I knew one neighbour here; I did not know the rest of the 
neighbours. I was not interested in them either. In fact, when I started for Het 
Geheugen I also started to read local adverts and newspapers. I constantly heard 
unfamiliar names and everybody knew what they were talking about, except me. 
So I thought: I need to read up on this a little.  
 
It turned out that it was not so difficult, because the group of movers and shakers is not 
that big in Almere, according to Jos. I asked her if the fact that she had read up a little 
gave her a different view on the development of the city. 
 
Personally, I think it really is becoming a large city. In the beginning it was still 
more village-like, I think. But if I sometimes hear my children come home with a 
new vocabulary, then I think: I would prefer the countryside, where they are still a 
bit behind, because this is no longer funny. There is quite some aggression, if you 
see how children interact with each other. There is no childlike word uttered 
between them. Just for fun you should go to a school playground for your research 
and go and listen to the regular way of addressing each other in Almere. It is 
simply terrible. (…) It is also nice to listen to the pupils here travelling by bus. [Is 
that different from the way it used to be?] I think it has worsened, especially here 
in Almere. The street slang. I do not know if you have any idea of this, but it is 
foremost a lot of English of course, or bastardized English, but it is merely very 
rough. [How old are your children?] Seven and nine, my son is seven now. I had 
children quite late, I was 33 when I had my first baby. These days that is becoming 
fairly normal, indeed. I think, with hindsight, that it is fairly old to have children. 
(…) Nowadays, many women want to live first before they get kids, but having 
children is also living. They sometimes forget that. It is of course very different, 
you no longer have that much time for yourself. But it is worth it. And if you are 
young then you can put more energy into it. Not that I am 60 now. Plus I have 
everything at the same time now: children who are having problems and are 
growing up, the problems of the divorce of course, and I need to find a job for 
myself as well. Educate myself. That was something that I should have done first, 
but that's life. I came to a standstill during my marriage.  
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Returning to Almere, Jos discusses the growth of the city: 'If you buy a new map then it is 
already outdated'. The city is growing towards the Gooimeer and the deer you used to see 
from the train are gone, she argues. Earlier during the interview Jos already mentioned 
that one of the advantages of Almere, when you had children, was that you were close to 
nature. I asked her what they normally did when they went into the open air.  
 
Well, that was when they were younger and did not go to school yet. At that time 
we often went by bike; around the block. Just cycle a bit. Does not happen often 
now. It just is very busy, a busy life. No time to do anything. Once every weekend 
they are off to their father. So you only have them one weekend every two weeks 
and then you often also have to do other things. Nothing much comes of it. 
However, what's very nice is the skate track here in the Beatrixpark. It's the size of 
a football pitch, and there is a skate track with bumps and bulges. For rollerblading 
and skating. And bicycles as well. Very nice. You also can go there with the little 
ones. You can just cycle and play in between. Yeah, skate as well. That is really very 
nice.  
 
At the time the interview took place, Jos was following a course to become a secretary as 
part of a reintegration track to get off welfare. She wanted to become an executive 
secretary, which would be more suited to her education, but that was too expensive. At 
Figure 50: The new city centre 
234 
the end of the interview, I asked Jos if she would stay in Almere or move elsewhere if she 
got a job.  
 
As long as I do not have a job I am bound to this place. But with a job… I would 
love to go to, towards Bussum or somewhere like that. Not to Amsterdam, because 
that is not at all convenient with the children. But Bussum, Hilversum, those parts. 
I find it cosy and it is a bit older. A bit more atmosphere; it is also calmer and still 
in the Randstad. (…) The Randstad has a bit more to offer. Perhaps it is just an idea 
of mine, but more things are near at hand.  
 
When I spoke to Jos a few months after the interview she told me that she was working as 
a volunteer (with possible job prospects) for the local broadcasting station. She was also 
planning a TV show on religion and faith in Almere; besides that, she had her own show 
on the same subject for the local radio station. In the meantime she had stopped story 
collecting for Het Geheugen van Almere, since she no longer had enough time. However, 
she had not given up writing: she had started to write for the monthly magazine Reveil and 
for the newspaper of the broadcasting station.88  
 
10.4 The tale of Adri Boellaard 
 
I interviewed Adri Boellaard at her apartment in the Muziekwijk in Almere-Stad in 
February 2006. Besides the fragments included below, Adri also told me about her interest 
in genealogy and the peculiarities of some of her ancestors. She also told me, more 
elaborately than rendered here, about her work as a volunteer and about her career as a 
social worker. On the afternoon that I interviewed her, Adri started to tell her life story as 
follows: 
 
I will do it in chronological order. I was born in the Haarlemmermeer, and where 
we come from – I still say 'we' a little bit – they say: 'drawn from the clay with 
seven horses'. So I was born in the polder. Perhaps that is a nice starting point, 
because I love the spaciousness of the polders. From there I moved east, because of 
my husband's work. But first we moved to Haarlem, where my children were born. 
I have three daughters; they are born in Haarlem. Because of my husband's work 
with the police, where not everything was okay at that moment, we moved to 
Enschede.89 He got a new job at the CBR, the Central Bureau for Driving Skills. My 
oldest daughter was handicapped. She died when she was 23; she had an innate 
heart condition. In fact because of her and my divorce I went to Social Academy in 
1965. I did my practical at the Nederlandse Hartstichting [Dutch heart foundation], 
first as a volunteer and subsequently for parents of children with an innate heart 
condition. And thus I ended up in social work. After my divorce I went to the 
Social Academy in Hengelo – evening education – because I really wanted to take 
care of myself. I first started to work for the heart foundation, and when my 
daughter died in 1979 I started to apply for a job. Initially I wanted to return to the 
west, but I found a job in Oldenzaal, which was a bit easier. A bit of indolence. So I 
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worked there for 13 years, at the time as a manager in family care. Since then that 
function has had ten different names… It changes day by day. I no longer keep up 
with that. So that was the reason why I went to the east. However, I kept on saying 
that I would return to the west of the country when I stopped working. Partially 
because my two other daughters live in the west. One daughter lives here in 
Almere; she is headmistress of an elementary school. The other one lives in 
Hilversum, and has worked for a broadcasting network since she was 19. She is 
journalist/programme maker.  
 
In 1991, I moved to Almere. That had to do with a couple of things. In the first 
place with what I just told you: I wanted to return to the west. In the second place 
because I was living alone and I sought – a bit like the sixties, the makeable society 
– a commune for older people. It seemed to be very nice to start something like 
that in Almere. And in 1991 my son-in-law died. He was the husband from my 
youngest daughter who lives in Hilversum. And that accelerated the process a little 
bit. For I wanted to live near her, because she needed me. So that was a different 
motivation than really making a choice for Almere. For I had various options for 
communes in the Netherlands. So chance, choices, I mean: one follows the other. 
So that is how I ended up in a commune in Almere. [Did that commune already 
exist?] No, it still needed to be built. I had been following their meetings for one 
year already, because my other daughter lives in Almere. So I could always stay 
here at the weekends, and when there was a meeting I took a day off. This way I 
could attend the meetings of the commune once a month. And during all those 
meetings I already had my doubts, in some way. But as I already said, I have set 
that all aside because I just thought: well, my daughter needs me. I was living in 
Enschede and my daughter was living in Hilversum, so it was very logical that I 
thought: well, we will see, if I do not like it then I'll just leave. Of course that is 
never as easy as one thinks at such a moment, but those things happen. So that is 
in brief a sketch from west to east, or actually from east to west. [Were all the 
communes that you could choose from in the west of the Netherlands?] Yes, they 
were. Because I'd already decided that I wanted to come this way. Partially because 
both my daughters were living here, but partially as because I always had the 
feeling in the east of the country that I was working on the sideline. They needed 
me because of my work, but still: westerners in the east, it will always remain a 
bit… There are only three groups of westerners: you come from Amsterdam or 
from Rotterdam or from The Hague. The countryside does not exist. That kind of 
feeling you get over there in the east. You get that more often in the provinces, I 
think. So I sometimes say: why emigrate? I often had the feeling that I had 
emigrated. Because in fact, if people really talk in dialect – in the east of the 
country or in Friesland and in the south as well, I presume – as a westerner you 
can even better understand South African than the vernacular or the local dialect. 
(…) 
 
But yeah, well, if you are part of such a commune, then it becomes a different 
story. Also when you have been working quite hard and you get into the early 
retirement scheme… I was not yet 60. Then you figure: I want to do something. 
And that is easier in a completely new city. Nobody has those roots, except for the 
small children, as I already said. I was welcomed with open arms. That was in 1991. 
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There were many fewer inhabitants back then and I came from the welfare work, 
so I could start here as a volunteer right away with a variety of things. And I did, 
that was also my specialty, groups and the elderly. So I could start at once in the 
old people's home. That was Kolkzicht.  
  
At Kolkzicht, Adri gave various courses including a memory training for the elderly and a 
study circle. She had only recently ended the study circle, due to financial cuts. Although 
she said she feels sorry for the pensioners who are affected by this, Adri still has enough 
things to do. Besides Het Geheugen van Almere, she is also still working professionally as 
a memory trainer at the age of 74. She does this work only from September until April; in 
the summer, she takes a long holiday.  
 
Well, that really was my working life, sort of. I also have done many other things; 
philosophy via HOVO at the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam.90 There I wrote 
essays, mostly when I wanted to. I followed writing courses at the Vrije 
Universiteit on writing life stories and writing. (…) And I also did that in Zwolle at 
Windesheim College; they also have a HOVO department. And there again I did 
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 HOVO is short for Hoger Onderwijs Voor Ouderen and offers higher education for people over 50 years old. 
Figure 51: Stationsstraat, city centre 
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courses on philosophy and writing. And I write short stories, together with a group 
of Seniorweb.91 That is what I am still doing.  
 
After having talked about her working life and her current activities, Adri returned to 
certain parts of her story. For instance, she told me that when she 'came back' to Almere 
(that is how she described her return to the west of the Netherlands), she was at first 
taken aback a little by the, what she calls, 'street fighter mentality' of the former 
inhabitants from Amsterdam. Especially the atmosphere during meetings was very 
different from what she had been used to in the east. At those moments she had to bolster 
herself more than before.  
 
That is what I really recognized when I returned in that period; there were many 
Amsterdammers living here. Without judging it, it's just different. Also for 
somebody from the Gooi region, because that is something I experience with my 
story collecting [for Het Geheugen van Almere]. People who come here from the 
Gooi region also need to adjust a while, sample the atmosphere, because… I think 
that a great deal of the negative image of Almere originates from this: from people 
who do not come from the Amsterdam region. [Is there something of an 
Amsterdam-like atmosphere?] Yes. That is of course still very much the case, 
especially in… Gradually we also get neighbourhoods with their own culture: the 
Stedenwijk is known as a working-class neighbourhood. The Muziekwijk is, I 
think, a bit more mixed, but it's one of the more recent neighbourhoods. I think 
that it is also a result of that.  
 
Apart from that, what I rediscovered here is the polder feeling. The space. You get 
that here very fast. I also had that in Enschede; if I took my bike I was in the open 
air in a second. I was living on the outskirts and you could simply go towards 
Hengelo. Then you were in the open air as well. I recognize that here as well, 
because I take my bike and then I'm in Pampushout, and when I go for a walk it is 
the same. (…) You also have here, we are getting the air of a large city, with all the 
advantages and disadvantages. Facilities are lagging behind, but that is of course 
logical, that cannot go so fast. Naturally a bit more crime, one goes with the other. 
But such a neighbourhood, I would not want to live in another place than the 
Muziekwijk. But that originates from, I think, that I started here in my commune. I 
saw the shopping centre being built; when I came here there were only temporary 
shops. I used to live close to the station; I haven't had a car for six years. I live close 
to the station and the bus, and that is very important. The public transport is 
arranged brilliantly here. I do not really miss my car. But you know your shops, 
you know your surroundings, and at a certain moment, when you are growing 
older, then you sort of stop liking changes. Then you want something familiar 
around. And I have that with the Muziekwijk. These apartment buildings have 
stood here for about 14 years, if I remember it correctly, because I have six years… 
I've lived here since 1991, and I remember when these were built and that the park 
was built, the Muzepark here. I still remember that.  
                                                 
91
 Seniorweb is an organization that aims to make older people acquainted with computers and the Internet. It 
offers courses that teach the elderly to operate a computer. The organization has an elaborate website 
(www.seniorweb.nl). 
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In the following part of the interview Adri talked primarily about her hobbies: writing and 
genealogy. Her family tree has now been traced back to the Middle Ages and a second 
cousin of hers has put it all on a website. At the end of the interview, Adri speaks up for 
the elderly in Almere when she discusses how the enormous growth of the city has its 
disadvantages.  
 
Well, it naturally has – I am, of course, very subjective – it has to do with how our 
politics is working at this moment and where you opt for. And Almere opts for the 
young people. We have here – that started in the 1980s – the elderly and 
pensioners who came here and they called us 'following parents'. And then you 
had precedence over everybody. For you had children living here in that case and 
that was the intention: you could function as baby-sit grandmother or baby-sit 
grandfather, and that was cheaper than a nursery. So that was from an economic 
point of view. That was very nice. By now that culture has changed super fast and I 
also used that in my written objection: they opt for the young people now. Very 
recently the elderly from Almere have made the national press. I do not know if 
you saw that? With hangouderen.92 (…) It made the national press, but 
hangjongeren, that is of course a widely known phenomenon. Well, we know that 
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 Hangouderen is an adaptation of hangjongeren, which refers to a group of young people hanging around in 
public spaces. In a similar vein, hangouderen are elderly people who loiter around. 
Figure 52: City centre as seen from the Filmwijk 
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as well. I often hear in the interviews I have with people that there is too little to 
do here for young people. Then I think: well, I bet. It is not my target audience, 
you know. That is why I say – and I am very subjective – what they do for the 
elderly has… In one and a half years, a number of facilities have been demolished. 
The Omniworld football club has now adopted the elderly who no longer have 
accommodation. They now can go to the canteen.  
 
Well, that is one of those things. Now I have quit my study group. I was thinking 
that I only wanted to do nice things. But a few months ago, I think around 
September last year, those hangouderen from Almere were in the news all of a 
sudden. They had… That is a group of elderly who could no longer show up at the 
community centres and they went to the McDonald's at the market square. (…) 
And the manager asked them to leave. Well, it is the same group I used to work 
with at Kolkzicht. They did not want to let that be and they started to protest 
fiercely. They made the newspaper, the press. So the whole of Almere jumped on 
the McDonald's, which forced them to change their policy rapidly. In the 
meantime they have gotten a spot there again. Not the nicest place, because they 
had picked the nicest place. One thing obviously follows the other.  
 
10.5 Almere and moving 
 
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the discussion of four distinct life stories is 
followed by some fragments from the other six life stories. One of the central themes in all 
the personal tales of Almere was the move to Almere and the reasons for that move. In 
this section some extracts on that topic are included from the other six interviews. For one 
of the other interviewees, Ben te Raa, Almere stands for the stillness and space from his 
youth. Te Raa – who also featured in the local tales section with his books on archaeology 
and trees in Almere – says the following on this: 
 
Well, I was born in 1957 in Nagele, on Sluitgatweg. At the end of the road the dyke 
was closed, that is why it was called the Sluitgatweg.93 And I was raised on a farm 
and I am very used to stillness and space. (…) Because of the way I was raised, I 
learned to appreciate that emptiness and that spaciousness, the large distances. I 
always had to cycle to the secondary school, and that was 18 kilometres out and 18 
kilometres back. That is something that you absorb. That has become something 
of an attitude to life, which means that I do not want to live in the big city. It is far 
too busy, too noisy, too oppressive. I suppose that I could live somewhere else in 
the countryside, where it is quiet and where there is much space. Well, Almere, it 
was more of a lucky shot that I ended up there. But anyway, it offered the stillness 
and space, which made me feel that I had picked that up during my adolescence 
and that it had stuck with me. Almere-Haven had that as well. [When I walked 
around in Almere-Haven, it indeed felt like a village, but quite a large village.] Yes, 
but anyway, outside Almere-Haven you feel that emptiness and space of the 
polder. And if you stand on the dyke and look out over the Randmeren, that also 
gives a feeling of space.  
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 A literal translation of Sluitgatweg would be 'close hole road'.  
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In contrast to te Raa's move, which is presented as an altogether positive change, Frank 
Kresin expressed some of the doubts he had when he moved to Almere. Kresin was born in 
Weert in 1972 and grew up in the town of Roermond and the nearby village of 
Herkenbosch (all located in the southern Dutch province of Limburg). He moved to 
Amsterdam to study at the Film Academy, and later on he also studied artificial 
intelligence. Although he stated that he has an ambiguous relationship with Amsterdam, 
Kresin's move to Almere is still presented as a critical step in his housing career.  
 
My present girlfriend was working in Almere and we started to live together in 
Amsterdam in my room of 40 square metres; my house of 40 square metres. And 
that went perfectly well for a year, but after that year the walls were closing in on 
us and we collided with each other, especially in the weekends. It was just too 
small. She is an architect and she was working in Almere, over there on the Grote 
Markt. For her job we went to exhibitions, to building exhibitions, to retail 
designers, to anything. And at a certain point we ended up at a building exhibition 
in Almere, here in the Eilandenbuurt. I do not know if you know Almere-Buiten; 
there is the Eilandenbuurt and there was, probably in 2001, an exhibition, an 
outdoor exhibition with a long row of all sorts of different blocks. (…) They were 
different types of houses and we went to have a look. One of the types really 
appealed to us. It had already been built and it was not sold yet. Within one week 
we had three options on three similar houses there. And within three weeks we 
had bought it. Something really had to be done. After the buying of the house a 
year came, first half a year in which we were preparing for the house we were 
getting, for the kitchen still had to be installed and there were various other things 
that were not finished yet. In that year, or half a year, we reconciled ourselves to 
the fact that we would be living in Almere. For it brought about quite a shock in 
our circle of friends. They asked us how we could do that. But immediately after 
we came here… We needed an affordable house and in Amsterdam we always 
ended up at bad locations and then it was only 20 square metres bigger. So the 
proportion was very strange: while we went here from 40 to 120 square metres for 
an acceptable price in a nice environment with good public transport… The only 
thing was that Almere had this status of 'you do not do that', 'you do not go there'. 
But we still did it, because it made me a bit recalcitrant at a certain moment. I 
thought: well, you have to have something. It cannot be that bad. Since then we 
came to live in Almere and a year began in which we primarily focused on our 
house. New house, new furniture, get acquainted with you neighbours once more. 
That was very necessary as well, for we came with only a few things. If you had just 
planted those in the corner of the living room, the rest of the house would have 
still been empty. We did that for a year. And then I thought: I do not work here – I 
went from working in Amsterdam to working in Utrecht in that period. 
Amsterdam has the Free University and the Digital University was in Utrecht – and 
that sort of made me lose my grip; to live in one city and work in another city.  
 
In an effort to overcome this situation Kresin decided to get more involved in the public 
life of Almere. Eventually this led to 'Uit in Almere', a website that brings together the 
various cultural activities in Almere. Kresin initiated this project with his girlfriend Karen 
Heijne, and once Uit in Almere was going well, they teamed up with Connie Franssen. The 
three of them now form the team behind Het Geheugen van Almere. Franssen – who was 
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born in Amsterdam in 1955 and used to be a ballet dancer – is currently a freelance text 
writer. Her move to Almere can best be described as a move away from Amsterdam, as 
shown by the following extract from the interview I had with her:  
 
We were living in Zuidoost [an urban district of Amsterdam]. Zuidoost started to 
decay enormously. Eva, my oldest daughter, was 12 or 13 at the time, she was at the 
onset of puberty. A beautiful girl; she was often harassed at the metro station by 
groups of young people hanging around there. She went to the Montessori Lyceum 
in Amsterdam, so she had to go into the city by metro everyday. And at that time 
we started to look for a better place to live. Well, unaffordable of course, 
Amsterdam and its immediate surroundings. So we ended up in Almere, where we 
had already been, at the building exhibition in the Filmwijk. We liked that at the 
time, but Almere was just literally a bridge too far. And then we tracked down a 
project in the Regenboogbuurt; the Regenboogbuurt is a neighbourhood in 
Almere-Buiten. That was also something of an architectural neighbourhood in 
which very much was achieved with colour. There was one small project, Little 
India it was called, that we thought looked good. It appealed to us very much, so 
we did it. That was very special. Because, we were standing – when we went there 
for the first time to look – at the edge of that neighbourhood, and it was one big 
sandy plain. There was absolutely nothing there. You cannot imagine that there 
was a lively neighbourhood within just one year. That was a very strange process. A 
year later it actually came about and the house was delivered and we moved in. 
There was not even street lighting yet, which was very special because it was so 
dark at night that you could see a glorious starry sky. We had, the house had a 
terrace on the roof and I still remember that it was very cold and we simply sat on 
the terrace at night and watched the stars. And that comet Hally, that was in the 
sky at the time. So we were sitting in the front seats. That transition was a great 
time in the beginning. Every time we crossed the bridge from Amsterdam to 
Almere, all the greenery and the water and that space. Then it was just like: Oh, 
holiday! And as a matter of fact, I always had that feeling. I still have it. 
Regrettably, there are many building activities just across both bridges now, which 
diminishes it a bit. But the feeling has always stayed. It is a feeling of space, inside 
as well.  
 
After a few years they moved from Almere-Buiten to Almere-Stad. Her work as a freelance 
text writer meant that Franssen was working more at home. The fact that the house in 
Almere-Buiten did not have a proper study became an issue.  
 
As I told you, we started in Almere-Buiten in the Regenboogbuurt. That house, 
when I really started to work freelance and got increasingly busy, then… I did not 
have a study there, so it became a bit too small. And we had friends living here, 
next door. Frank and I taught Argentinian tango in Almere and in Amsterdam. We 
got acquainted with Hans and Carien, and one day they invited us to a birthday 
party at their place. And then we first went here, to the house next door. And we 
immediately loved the house; we thought they were such lovely, playful houses. 
And the neighbours, the inhabitants of this house, they were there as well. They 
said: well, we are going to sell, because we are moving to the other side of the 
street, on the corner over there. We really liked this neighbourhood. It is a 
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neighbourhood that to my mind has the highest number of creatives living here. A 
lot of them also work as freelancers, it is close to the city centre, but you also have 
a park on your doorstep. The neighbourhood really appealed to us. That same 
evening I also went to have a look with the neighbour. So at their house here. And 
I immediately said: sold. I did not even… I then said to Frank: listen, we are 
moving. Frank said: that's okay. And so it happened. Very intuitive –without 
thinking about it properly – we moved here. And we have not regretted it for a 
minute. Very nice, I simply have a good study here. It is nice, the location is nice, 
we have nice people in the street. We know everybody, in any case in the street, 
but I also know a lot of people in the neighbourhood. Quite soon I got involved… 
There is a neighbourhood magazine that has existed for ten years now: the 
Filmwijkkrant. So I was asked very early on to contribute to that. And as a result 
you get to know such a neighbourhood throughout. Also I have to work a lot at the 
city hall since I do a lot for the municipality: I write for the Politieke Markt and I 
make brochures for them, or newspapers, or things like that.94 And city hall is a 
five-minute cycle away. So very quickly in this neighbourhood I felt… the bonds 
are very strong here. People know each other. That is very nice. In the summer 
almost everybody here sits outside. And everybody sits down with everybody. That 
is very enjoyable, very nice. 
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 The Politieke Markt is a weekly public meeting of the city council. 
Figure 53: Regenboogbuurt, Almere-Buiten 
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Although it is not an issue at the moment, Franssen imagines that it is possible that they 
will move again. The option to leave Almere is not inconceivable. She is, however, curious 
about how the city will develop and whether a 'real feeling of a city' will develop, like the 
feeling one can experience in Amsterdam or Utrecht. According to Frank Kresin, 
Amsterdam cannot be compared to Almere: Amsterdam is a special city and is in an 
altogether different league. For him, Almere is an affordable place with a good location. 
His initial scepticism about the lack of contacts and the lack of culture proved to be 
untenable.  
 
I do not attach to a specific place that fast. I have, to my mind, moved four times in 
Amsterdam. I find it important that there is a sort of stillness. The house suits me 
very well; the neighbours are much to my liking; the distance to public transport 
has become even less since there is now an extra train station. So the accessibility 
is 100% optimal. If you leave traffic jams out of consideration then it is possible to 
get everywhere from here. (…) So there has not been any reason yet why I would 
want to leave. Exactly the reasons why I was sceptical in the beginning, the lack of 
contacts and the lack of culture… That is totally gone because those two large 
projects [Uit in Almere and Het Geheugen van Almere] got me connected with 
people in the city. And in the city, with what actually happens, we really had to 
explore that. So my cultural need is satisfied, and the need to have contacts and 
acquaintances has been totally satisfied in Almere. And to get something off the 
ground and to finish it – the two projects – that has been done. And with that, I 
really find it an excellent city.  
 
Since I now work in Amsterdam again, I detect a feeling of amazement there. Here, 
everything is reasonably ordered and structured. You can see that in the way t the 
city has been built and is managed. You also see that in the people who live there. 
There are far fewer eccentrics here than in Amsterdam. And when I walk, like I will 
do again this afternoon, through the streets of Amsterdam, then there is at first a 
feeling that I do not have in Almere, but that I also do not have in Utrecht. So I 
figured out for myself that Amsterdam and Rotterdam are very special cities where 
I have that feeling. But outside these cities it does not matter that much whether I 
live in Almere, or in Utrecht or Amersfoort or somewhere else. And because 
Almere is located strategically as regards Utrecht and Amsterdam… In comparison 
to both it has fairly cheap housing and Utrecht and Amsterdam provide those 
cultural things. So for me there is no reason to leave for that.  
 
To conclude this section on moving to and within Almere, an extract of the interview with 
Ben te Raa is included here. Te Raa, who moved from Almere-Haven via Almere-Stad to 
Almere-Buiten, argues that moving more than once is typical of Almere.  
 
When I had my first home, I still was a bachelor. I met my wife in Lelystad and we 
both came to live here. One of the most appealing aspects is that you can – it 
seems to me much better than in the rest of the Netherlands – acquire a proper 
house here. At a certain moment you live in a house and you want something else; 
then you can look around and the supply is extensive. We moved from a nice 
apartment in Almere-Haven to a somewhat larger rented house with a garden in 
Almere-Stad; subsequently, the first private property in the Filmwijk, that was an 
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outdoor exhibition. So a neighbourhood with many famous architects who had 
built there. And subsequently we moved to this house, a single-family dwelling 
and a detached house. We do not have children and I am very keen on my peace 
and quiet. The same goes for my wife, and a detached house is more quiet. That is 
very nice. It is also a very attractive aspect of living here: you can get a house that 
you really want to have. I think that that is more difficult elsewhere in the 
Netherlands. And especially in Amsterdam, because if you want to find something 
there that you really like, that costs a lot of money. (…) Research also showed that 
the number of relocations within Almere is many times higher than the average 
number of relocations within the Netherlands. That shows that for many people, 
this [finding the house you really want to have] is a fascinating aspect of the city.  
 
10.6 Living in Almere  
 
Another central theme that kept recurring during the interviews, besides moving to and 
within Almere, can be described as 'Living in Almere'. Various interviewees talked about 
such topics as the openness of the city, growing up in Almere and the changes in the city. 
Someone who had a lot to say about growing up in Almere was Nick Naber, who was born 
in Almere in 1981. Since then he has always lived in Almere. During the interview, he told 
me how he used to wander about the city. In the following extracts (all of which are taken 
from different parts of the interview), Naber conveys how open spaces in Almere 
eventually turned into built-up places.  
 
What I used to do very often in Almere, as a boy, was get lost. That had nothing to 
do with the city; it had to do with me. The city seems to be very difficult as well, 
especially Almere-Haven – when I talk about the city, I usually mean Almere-
Haven – and especially back then: Almere-Haven was designed as a very tortuous 
whole. And it is a bit difficult for outsiders, but it does test your intuition. You 
acquire a sense for it. But I always tried to cycle to new places and tried to get lost. 
Just cycle to one direction and see if you could find your way back. I always found 
that very fascinating when I was young. I still find it fascinating, but it no longer 
works out, the getting lost. That would take quite a lot of cycling. (…)  
 
I walked to Almere-Buiten once. That says the most about Almere, I always think. 
My grandmother lived in Buiten then. I walked there now and again. And I still do 
it sometimes – even though she is dead now – but I still walk to Buiten 
occasionally. It is something like two hours, two and a half, three, if you go there. 
And when you left the harbour, you first walked between the ponds and then 
across the endless fields. Then you had to cross the motorway somewhere, and 
after that you really could jump across ditches. Subsequently, you crossed some 
fields, some farmer's land, and then you encountered some strange bridges that 
later turned out to be for the motorway. There were also little motorbike 
scrambling tracks, and you had to jump across some more ditches and occasionally 
you got stuck because the ditches proved to be too wide. Then you had to make a 
detour and take the bridge in Buiten. Buiten was, already back then, reasonably 
developed. Those are somewhat my first memories of the real Almere. And if you 
see that now, everything has been developed. You leave Almere-Haven and you 
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have a small piece of woodland up to the motorway. And if you go underneath it 
then you come to an industrial park. (…)  
 
Well, my father lived in Buiten at the time, so I cycled there sometimes as well. 
They used to have a dog, and I used to take it for a walk through Buiten and its 
outskirts. Towards the Oostvaardersplassen. I also walked around there, that were 
fields as well. Besides that, I loved to pace up and down the building sites that 
appeared at a certain moment. I even once made the dog ill, because I walked with 
him for such a long time outside in the winter. I also made hiking trips through the 
fields with a booklet to study animal tracks and traces. You can always trace 
animals in the snow. 
 
At the moment Naber studies broad social sciences, but the idea is that he will look for a 
job that is more in line with his previous study: urbanism. He lives in an apartment 
building in the centre of Almere-Haven, which is a breeding ground for young creatives 
and is named after him: Nik 'n ik ('Nick and I'). Naber's account of growing up in Almere 
had a very positive tone with regard to the city: although it does not always have that 
much to offer young people, there were many possibilities to organize things. In some 
other interviews, however, growing up in Almere is not portrayed as a very positive thing. 
In the interview with Korrie Hasper, for instance, she told how her children did not like 
Almere when they moved there.  
 
Figure 54: Houseboats on the Lange Wetering 
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When we came here I thought that it was terrible! Such a sand desert. I asked 
myself what I was doing to my children, since there was nothing here… Our son 
was in the fourth grade of secondary school, already halfway, and he was with ten 
boys and girls. He had already gone to primary school with them and he was at the 
ECL in Haarlem. But he could cut himself off tremendously and he said: I want to 
graduate from the Gymnasium in Haarlem. Well, that is what he did. And our 
daughter was in the first year of secondary school. She went to Haarlem for six 
weeks. And because we are in favour of Christelijk Onderwijs she then went to 
Bussum, to Willem de Zwijgercollege.95 Well, for her the move to Almere was a 
period of agony. Because coming from Bussum to Almere was always too far, while 
Almere-Bussum was never too far. She had a VWO recommendation, so she went 
to the VWO in Bussum. Over there it turned out that the system was different, no 
book was the same. At the ECL in Haarlem, Latin was an optional course; if you 
failed an exam, it did not count. However, it did count at Willem de 
Zwijgercollege. I'll never forget that. I said at a certain moment, or my husband 
and I said: the child has headaches, she is no longer happy, let her go to the HAVO 
and then we will see. And Bussum in those days was something of an elitist school. 
It still is a bit, but at that time it really was. So I went to the deputy headmistress 
and said: things are not going well with our Heleen. She replied that she had to get 
used to it, since she had lost her girlfriends and had to make new girlfriends, and 
the other girls had already been together for a year. So she had figured it all out 
already. But a child who has a constant headache and is no longer happy, that is 
not what a VWO diploma is worth, according to us. So we wanted her to choose 
the HAVO level. The deputy headmistress subsequently asked us if we knew what 
we were saying and when we wanted that to happen. I said: well, preferably 
tomorrow, if that is possible. She said: but should you not wait a little while? I said: 
well, no, that is way too long. And so that happened. And Heleen always disliked 
that school. She did the HAVO and said that she did not want to do the VWO for 
anything in the world. And then she went to the nursing college and discovered 
that she liked to stand next to a bed. But the thought that she would do that for 
the rest of her life put her off the idea. So she said: father, mother, I want to go to 
university. 
 
That is exactly what she did: she graduated in Policy and Management in Health Services 
at the Erasmus University in Rotterdam. This made Hasper conclude that everything had 
turned out well. Furthermore, her son finished secondary school in Haarlem and went on 
to study medicine at the Free University in Amsterdam, the city in which he also settled. 
The fact that both children were already in their teens when they moved to Almere partly 
resembles the situation of Connie Franssen. During the interview Franssen told how both 
her daughters related to Almere: the oldest, who moved to Almere in her teens, never 
really rooted in Almere, while the youngest, who was four when she moved, is described 
by Franssen as a child of Almere. 
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 The Dutch school system is, as an outgrowth of the denominationalism of the 20
th
 century, 
compartmentalized along religious and socio-political lines. Christelijk Onderwijs is the Christian variant of 
denominational education.  
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Eva has never really, the oldest, she is 24 now, she has never really been at home 
here. When we moved she was already 14. She went to the Montessori Lyceum in 
Amsterdam and she did not consider it for a moment to change that for a school 
here. So that meant that she went every day to and fro by train to Amsterdam. She 
had all her friends in Amsterdam. (…) Thus, Eva, she never really felt at home in 
Almere. She also went to study in Amsterdam and also settled there. After that she 
travelled a lot. Now she is 24 and rounding off her education. At the moment she is 
in Cape Town again; she works with street kids. She wants to work in foreign aid. 
So she never really has become an inhabitant of Almere. Isabelle on the other 
hand, the youngest, she was four when we came to live here. She grew up here, 
only went to school here and she is a child of Almere. She has everything here, her 
clubs, and she has no attachment at all to Amsterdam. (…) And now she is 13, so 
for her, naturally, everything increasingly happens outside. So the new city centre, 
that is something of a paradise for her. Even more denim shops. And also a few 
more entertainment centres. Although I think that for young people… Young 
people are always moaning about there being nothing to go to, but there are many 
things for young people in Almere. There are more clubs than anywhere else. 
There are many clubs and there are many discotheques and places where they can 
go to. For older youths there is nothing. I mean, a decent bar, that is difficult for 
me to find. (…) There are some bars at the Grote Markt and the number is 
increasing, but they are very much geared towards young people. At most bars, 
you can talk until about ten o'clock and then the chairs are put aside and the 
volume is turned to ten and you just, unless you are 15, you just have to leave. They 
try to butter their bread on both sides. No, the nicest place for that purpose – we 
saw you there on the previous occasion – is Tante Truus. It is not really a bar, it is 
more something like a lunchroom, since it closes at night. But it just is an 
attractive place that I often use for my business appointments and for interviews. 
 
During her interview Franssen also argued that Almere is a place where somebody can get 
things done, where it is possible to achieve things. A similar argument is made by Frank 
Kresin, who encounters an openness in Almere that he contrasts with the closedness of 
Amsterdam: 
 
I experience the city as very receptive to and very supportive of own initiatives. 
This is in contrast to Amsterdam, where I always had the feeling that one becomes 
something of a consumer. The offering is tremendously big over there and there 
are many established interests. There are various channels one really has to know; 
there are cliques. And all those channels and cliques, that is a lot less here. This is 
really a city for pioneering (…) If you come here and you've got ideas then it is 
possible to realize them. If you just have a bit of access. People take an interest in 
you and are interested in your ideas. And I experience that as positive and 
stimulating.  
 
Someone who has always been very much involved in the social life of Almere is Korrie 
Hasper. She moved to Almere-Stad long before Kresin did, and she saw the city change: 
from 'brand new' to 'in need of some extra attention'. During the interview Hasper was 
critical of the new theatre, but she also drew attention to more mundane aspects of 
everyday life in Almere.  
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Well, see, in the beginning everything was new. When we came the oldest houses 
were one year old. After that it is a shame to see the neighbourhood decaying, the 
Staatsliedenwijk; the Stedenwijk has been done up a bit. But there are those 
neighbourhoods that make one say: boy, it used to be so beautiful and 
magnificent. That is a shame. And there is a lot of rubbish on the streets. Just go to 
Weesp in the summer: hanging from the lamp posts you see all these beautiful 
geraniums and such like. We are a flower country. Here, there is no money for that 
and it gets destroyed. With the residents' association we used to plant bulbs 
around the trees every year in the autumn. Well, the daffodil buds had not yet 
opened and the children were already picking them. And then I said to a woman: 
that is not the idea, miss. Well, it is public greenery, she replied, we are allowed to 
pick a flower. So that is the attitude. I think that is a pity. For if everybody does his 
share, if you just clean your step and like those stairs there: well, that looks bad. 
And the municipality also does some silly things: the boundary of the city centre 
runs straight through the middle of the canal. On that side they have new lamp 
posts, and on this side they do not. That side is cleaned every week, this side is not. 
My husband spoke about it with a city councillor and he said: that is too crazy for 
words, that has to change. If you walk there, by those steps, and it subsides, you 
would say: this is perilous. And when my husband said it once again and reminded 
the councillor that he said it would change and that there would be new lamp 
posts, they said: we no longer have the money. Mind you, we are building a very 
expensive theatre, of course. I once said to the councillor: well, my Concertgebouw 
is located in Amsterdam and I drive there in half an hour.96 I said: you'll never get a 
Concertgebouw here, you know.  
 
After rereading the fragments I included in this chapter, Korrie Hasper asked me to 
mention that – notwithstanding the negative feelings that sometimes surfaced – her 
general feeling about Almere is a positive one. This is also reflected in the rest of the 
interview, in which several positive evaluations of Almere were made. She added that she 
had been living happily in Almere for 25 years now. She could not imagine a better place 
to live than in 'this belly button of the Netherlands'.  
 
A similar enthusiasm about Almere was expressed by Euft Verbaas, a Reformed minister 
who I interviewed in February 2006. Unfortunately, something went wrong with the 
sound recording of that particular interview, which made it unfit to use for this chapter. In 
close consultation with the minister, I decided to replace the account of his life story by 
some fragments from a speech he wrote in the autumn of 2006. The speech was written as 
part of the celebrations marking Almere's 30 years of existence, and specifically focused on 
the history of the church in Almere. Just like in his rendition of his life story, in this speech 
Verbaas elaborately discusses, among other things, his collaboration with the first Catholic 
priest in Almere. The following comprises three small extracts in which Verbaas reflects 
on his first visits to Almere. 
  
                                                 
96
 The Concertgebouw is the most prestigious concert hall in Amsterdam. The building, like its most 
important player the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, enjoys a worldwide reputation. 
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My first introduction to the future Almere was between 1960 and 1965. I was a 
minister on the former island of Marken.97 On the edge of the island there was an 
area where they made fascine mattresses. Fascine mattresses are large mats of 
plaited willow. These mats were transported by a tow boat to a site close to where 
the De Blocq van Kuffeler pumping station is now located. Subsequently, large 
blocks of basalt were lowered, making the floating mats sink to the bottom of the 
IJsselmeer. These were the foundations for a new dyke. Occasionally, I sailed on 
one of the tow boats. I naturally did not know back then that I would be living and 
working on this side of that dyke in the southern part of the IJsselmeer polder 
some 14 years later.  
 
On the site where the De Blocq van Kuffeler pumping station is now located, an 
island was made for the workers. Some 14 fairly large wooden houses for 
approximately 35 people were built there in 1973. They were in fact the very first 
inhabitants of this area. They were all involved in the construction of the sluices, 
pumping stations and dykes. The pumping station was brought into use on 27 
November 1967, and on 9 May 1969 the IJsselmeer – we now live on the bottom of 
that sea – was drained. So the process of reclaiming the land took five months and 
                                                 
97
 Marken is a former island located north-east of Amsterdam in the province of Noord-Holland and located in 
the Markermeer. Almere lies on the opposite side of the Markermeer.  
Figure 55: The new city centre 
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twelve days. Next, they first sowed reed from little airplanes and later on they 
sowed coleseed so as to make the ground suitable for plants, trees and bushes.  
 
More than a decade after his first introduction to Almere, Verbaas returned to the area. At 
the time, the first buildings were being built but nobody was living in Almere yet.  
 
In June 1976, I drove from Maassluis,98 where I was a minister at the time, across 
the Hollandse Brug to Lelystad in the polder. I had a meeting with a committee of 
the Synod of the Nederlands Hervormde Kerk [Dutch Reformed Church] and the 
Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland [a strict branch of the Dutch Reformed 
Church] about the possibility to accept a call for a minister for Almere-Haven. The 
idea was that I would be present when the first inhabitant arrived on 30 November 
1976. During that meeting it was decided fairly quickly by the brothers that I was a 
good choice for that position. While I was driving back to Maassluis that evening, I 
was swamped by a cloud of mosquitoes. The windscreen of my car was covered 
with a thick layer of mosquitoes, and I pulled over to remove them with an ice 
scratcher. At that moment I saw the Marken lighthouse going on and off, and it 
seemed to be greeting me, to be saying: 'It's okay, son, just go to Almere!' 
 
10.7 Concluding remarks 
 
Since 1976 the number of inhabitants in Almere has grown rapidly. Most of these 
inhabitants come from other parts of the Netherlands, some of them come from abroad, 
and a growing number of inhabitants is born in Almere. Although this chapter only 
includes (parts of) the life stories from ten of these inhabitants, it gives an impression of 
what it means to initially move to and subsequently live in this city. With the notable 
exception of Nick Naber, all interviewees moved to Almere after living previously in the 
Amsterdam region or in other parts of the Netherlands. In most cases, the interviewees 
actively explain why they moved to Almere and, in doing so, they give diverse reasons for 
their move. For some, Almere is a continuation of living in the polder as a child. They 
value the spaciousness and emptiness of the polder landscape. For others, Almere is the 
best alternative – given a certain budget and the need for a minimal amount of living 
space – in the northern wing of the Randstad. In all cases, Almere is the place where they 
live for some years now and many of them declare that they will stay here for some years 
more. In that period they will inhabit a city which continues to grow at a fast rate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
98
 Maassluis is a small city near Rotterdam in the province of Zuid-Holland. 
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11. A POLYVOCAL STORY ABOUT ALMERE 
 
 
The urban tales about Almere, as discussed in the previous two chapters, reveal how the 
city can have different meanings to different people in different times and places. 
However, as the narrative analysis of this chapter shows, these different meanings are 
sometimes articulated in remarkably similar ways. The argument that the systematic and 
orderly design of Almere creates a predictable city with unadventurous inhabitants, recurs 
more than a few times. In a similar vein, various narrators argue that one should look 
beyond the facade of Almere to understand and appreciate it. Furthermore, as in the case 
of Tilburg, the personal tales occasionally confuse what has been clarified in the concrete 
tales. For instance, the emphasis on growth and development is questioned in accounts 
that champion the space and tranquillity of Almere, while the supposed dullness of the 
city is countered with stories about an increasing cosmopolitan population.  
 
In the following, a narrative analysis of the various urban tales of Almere is presented by 
focusing on the way these tales are emplotted and the interpretative repertoires evoked in 
their telling. In the remainder of this chapter not all tales are discussed equally 
thoroughly, and it depends on the specificities of a tale which narrative dimensions are 
highlighted. A more elaborate discussion on the concepts of emplotment and 
interpretative repertoire, and the way they are used to analyse the urban tales, can be 
found in the sections 2.3 and 4.2.  
 
11.1 Solving the housing shortage 
 
[T]here is a necessity to create a living environment which fulfils the contemporary needs 
while it also offers sufficient value for the future. This point of departure requires, among 
other things, a fairly low average density of buildings and enough greenery. (Davelaar and 
van Willigen, 1971: 153) 
 
The original plans for Almere – as they are presented in the article by Davelaar and van 
Willigen (1971) in the planners' tales section – make it clear that the city should, first and 
foremost, play a role in solving the housing shortage in the wider area. The authors 
emphasize that this city cannot be seen in isolation from the northern wing of the 
Randstad. Almere is 'predestined', as Davelaar and van Willigen phrase it, to 
accommodate activities that otherwise would have been located on the old land. As 
Brouwer (1999:11) argues at the beginning of her article, the plans for Almere are almost 
presented as if they are self-evident. The authors of these plans suggest that their 
approach is the most logical and well-considered solution for the housing shortage. In 
hindsight, it is interesting to see that the professional debate on the urban plan for Almere 
eventually did not focus on these arguments. As Brouwer (1999: 14) shows in her article in 
the planners' tales section, the debate on Almere became an ethical discussion between 
the proponents and the opponents of the compact city. In contrast to what we saw in 
Tilburg, the planners' debate went beyond a discussion of the actual form and structure of 
Almere. The focal point of the discussion was not the 'over-representation' of low-rise 
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buildings and the corresponding village-like appearance of Almere, but the suburban 
lifestyle as such.  
 
In an attempt to clarify the planners' debate on Almere, Brouwer discusses the work of 
Richard Sennett. In his book The Use of Disorder (1970), Sennett argued that the move of 
the middle-class family from the compact city to the suburbs was a move away from 
chaos, difference, discussions and confrontations. In the suburbs, the puritanical middle-
class family consequently created a society of uniformity and conformity. According to 
Sennett, the suburban society was based on a myth of painless harmony, and there was a 
lack of mutual understanding and tolerance among its inhabitants. In contrasting the 
compact city with the suburbs in the way he did, Sennett linked both with two distinct 
ways to talk about places: the city is characterized as a place of tolerance and diversity, 
while suburbia is represented as an inward-looking and narrow-minded place. In doing so, 
one could argue that Sennett evokes the repertoire of cosmopolitanism and the 
contrasting repertoire of parochialism. The first is traditionally linked with the city and 
depicts it as a place of difference and tolerance that contains many people of different 
types or from different parts of the world. Such a city provides opportunities for pluralism, 
varied urban experiences, social mixing and encounters between different social groups. A 
cosmopolitan city is a liberal place in which difference and variety are an intrinsic part of 
urban life. The repertoire of parochialism, on the other hand, is traditionally used to 
describe rural villages, although it is also used for certain cities and suburbs. In the 
repertoire of parochialism, a place is depicted as an inward-looking and intolerant site 
with bigoted and narrow-minded inhabitants. In the abstract urban tales chapter, Manuel 
Castells referred to this repertoire in his description of the identity crisis of the locally 
oriented population of European cities. Castells argued that European cities were 
increasingly faced with tribalism and alienation among large parts of its population. Just 
like Sennett, Castells creates a picture of a narrow-minded and intolerant place. However, 
in Castells's argument this picture represents the European city as well as that part of the 
population of those cities that does not tap into the global informational economy, while 
Sennett uses this picture to portray the middle-class families of the American suburbs.  
 
Some of the same sentiments resurface in the recent discussion on the development of a 
castle in Almere, which is represented in three articles in various sections of the concrete 
urban tales chapter. In that debate, planners criticize the populist architecture of the 
castle and argue that it appeals to old-world romantic sentiments. In a city in which 
modern architecture is so prominent, they continue to argue, a replica of a medieval castle 
is unsuitable. Then again, according to architectural historian Bernard Colenbrander 
(Stoker, 2006), the castle does suit Almere since it should be understood as a reaction to 
the expansion of suburbia. Against the lack of rootedness of the suburbs, he argues, the 
castle offers a self-made interpretation of history (ibid.). In a similar vein, Jaap Jan Berg 
and Barbara Nieuwkoop address the lack of historical roots, but they are more critical of 
the fact that the private sector was given the opportunity to interpret the needs of the 
local residents.  
 
The castle is the consequence of the city council's willingness to allow the market place to 
interpret the residents' requirements. That such an interpretation appeals to the most old-
world romantic sentiments is most befitting for a city in desperate search for its identity. 
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As there is no historical stratification to provide that identity, it has to be generated by 
raising the city's profile. (Berg and Nieuwkoop, 1999: 63) 
 
In the Dutch debate on Almere we can see the use of similar descriptions and references. 
According to Brouwer's account (1999: 15), the contrast between the fragmented city and 
the compact city was central to the debate. The first was associated with middle-class 
families living in one-family dwellings and owning a car, while the latter was linked to the 
sincerity of lower-class families living in apartments in old urban quarters and using 
public transport. The fragmented city was furthermore equated with homogeneity, while 
the compact city was related to diversity. Depicted in this way, the compact city recalls 
certain aspects of the cosmopolitan repertoire, while the fragmented city is in tune with 
the way that places are depicted in the repertoire of parochialism. In the planners' debate, 
this contrast was consequently taken a step further by arguing that helping to build the 
fragmented city of Almere represented the passive acceptance of anti-urban trends 
(Brouwer, 1999: 16). This argument was related to the fact that the planners of Almere 
started from the wishes and desires of future inhabitants. After all, as the opening quote of 
this section shows, they tried to create a living environment that would fulfil the housing 
needs of those days. According to Brouwer, this means that Almere is not only anti-urban 
but also anti-utopian. Since the form of the city followed the lifestyle of its inhabitants, 
Almere was no grand gesture. No attempt was made by its designers to change the status 
quo, Brouwer (ibid.: 18) argues. They did not question the wishes of the future inhabitants, 
and accordingly the design of Almere was just as nostalgic, cosy and romantic as those 
inhabitants. Brouwer concludes by stating that the inhabitants of Almere thus got the 
design they deserved. In doing so, she explicitly offers no opinion on the attractiveness of 
the forms in which this design is expressed. In her view, this is the result of the decision to 
build a city on the basis of the contemporary housing needs.  
 
11.2 A one-day visit to Almere 
 
Fair is fair, I cannot recommend it to anybody, a day in Almere. But still: Almere is not lost 
yet, it should in any case not be written off or abolished. (Hoexum, 2005) 
  
The absence of an opinion on the built environment in Petra Brouwer's article contrasts 
sharply with the tales presented in the external tales section. All these tales tell of a short 
visit to Almere, and all the journalists report on how Almere did or did not impress them 
during their visit. Subsequently, they relate these impressions to some wider themes and 
discussions. If one reads the various articles, it is interesting to see that none of the 
journalists is really positive about the built environment they observed during their visit. 
This is most evident in the articles by Pieter Hoexum and Geert van Istendael, which are 
probably the most provocative tales included in this study. Both authors are highly critical 
of Almere and do not show any empathy for the city or its inhabitants. But even Henk 
Hofland and Bob Witman, who both obviously made an effort to tell a sympathetic story 
about Almere, only rarely talk positively about what they encountered during their visit. 
Hofland is merely positive about the stretch of land between Amsterdam and Almere, and 
when he discusses the city centre of Almere, he is neither negative nor positive when he 
argues that it is no better or worse than any other Dutch city centre. Witman primarily 
observes an endless plain of low-rise buildings, and is only enthusiastic about the city 
centre that still needed to be built during the writing of his article. So despite the 
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constructive tone of their tales, both Hofland and Witman hardly write positively about 
what they saw when they went to Almere. In that respect their tales are not that different 
from those of Hoexum and van Istendael.  
 
Both Hoexum and van Istendael are very judgemental when they discuss their one-day 
visit to Almere. Van Istendael wants to throw Almere in the IJmeer and himself in front of 
a car, while Hoexum is disappointed by the blandness and immoderateness of this 
'suburban desert'. Van Istendael is highly critical not only of Almere, but also of those 
people who decided to move there. In his view, the inhabitants of Almere and other 
suburbs want to be served hand and foot, and he critiques the general lack of 
unpredictability, excitement and pride. Hoexum, on the other hand, assumes that Almere 
could be a fairly nice city to live in, but he dismisses it as a nice city to visit. Based on his 
exploration of the city, Hoexum cannot think of any reason why non-inhabitants should 
visit Almere. Apparently, there is nothing in Almere that deserves a visit. Unfortunately, 
Hoexum does not mention what he would have wanted to see in Almere. He does not say 
which features are a reason to visit a city. Van Istendael is more explicit in this respect. He 
seems to look for a traditional historical city. While walking through Almere he looks for 
something in Gothic style, for a core, and for a market square that looks like the market of 
a historical Dutch city like Groningen or Maastricht. The lack of these features makes van 
Istendael lament that Almere is neither a big nor a small city, but only an accumulation of 
inhabitants. In the end, the critique of Hoexum and van Istendael is directed at the 
designers of Almere. According to both authors, the systematic and organized design of 
Almere, as well as its predictability and the underlying idea of makeability, seem to be the 
biggest problem. For Hoexum, this problem is typical not of Almere, but of the 
Netherlands as a whole. In his view, Almere is too Dutch and should be more like 
Belgium. Accordingly, Almere should be less organized, less planned. Hoexum thus urges 
the future designers of Almere to create a city that is unpredictable, unknowable and 
disorderly. In arguing so, Hoexum alludes to the earlier discussed repertoires of the 
organic city and the planned city. At this point in the chapter I will not go into this 
further, but in section 11.4 the association of Almere with the organic and the planned city 
will be discussed in more detail. 
 
In his 1994 essay, Henk Hofland identifies similar problems as van Istendael and Hoexum, 
but he articulates them in a more constructive manner. According to Hofland, Almere is 
covered in taken-for-grantedness and has an agelessness that makes it look as though it 
has always been there. Almere does not raise eyebrows or challenge the imagination. 
Hofland says that he too had this experience. When he arrived in Almere, he struggled 
with the fact that the city centre presented itself in such a well-known and ordinary 
manner. This was a city centre like so many others in the Netherlands. This everyday 
facade did not stand out or attract attention. However, as Hofland continues, someone 
who looks carefully at Almere will have no problems seeing the miracle of this city. If one 
looks beyond the visible and tries to understand the story behind this city, one can see 
what the superficial visitor does not see. Hence, in an effort to obtain a profound 
understanding of Almere, Hofland encountered the city with care and in a reflective 
mood. In his essay, this approach gives Hofland the opportunity to go beyond the 
physicality of the city. As discussed earlier, Hofland is not explicitly positive about what he 
sees. In his view, however, the story behind the city is far more interesting. Hofland argues 
that the fact that this city used to be sea once and that Almere is the final frontier of the 
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Dutch battle against the water, is a story of almost mythical dimensions. For him it equals 
the quintessential pioneering myth and legend of the American Frontier and the Wild 
West. By making this association between Almere and the Wild West, Hofland takes the 
story beyond the specificities of a particular place.  
 
From a narrative point of view, Hofland's reference to the legend of the American Frontier 
is interesting because he does not evoke an unambiguously 'urban' repertoire to talk about 
Almere. Instead he links the history of land reclamation in Almere to the innovative spirit 
of the pioneers of the Wild West and their ambition to explore new grounds. In doing so, 
he tries to evoke an image of Almere as a city that is ground-breaking and innovative – an 
image that contrasts perfectly with the earlier evoked image of a mundane and taken-for-
granted polder city. To some extent, Hofland also alludes to the so-called repertoire of 
urban opportunities which will be discussed later in this chapter. 
 
11.3 More than a second-choice city 
 
[Almere] simply has become a full-grown city. There are just as many people who have 
studied, or artists, or foreigners, as in any other city. We have here, for instance, an annual 
art tour; then all the artists in Almere open their doors to the public. And much happens 
here if you look a little bit behind the facade. In fact I no longer have to leave here. It has 
taken some time, but now I think that everything also happens in Almere. Yes, everything 
you need. (Eva-Maria Kintzel, February 2006) 
 
At first sight, Hofland's call to look beyond the facade of Almere seems to support the idea 
that this facade does not have enough appeal on its own. The fact that similar remarks are 
made in other urban tales of Almere only strengthens this idea. In my view, this is very 
much related to the first impression Almere makes. As with any city, the first impression 
of Almere is influenced a great deal by its physical appearance. Hofland's call to look 
beyond this facade can be understood as an attempt to evade its influence on the first-
time visitor. If one carefully approaches this ostensibly mundane polder city, he argues, 
one might be able to appreciate the mythical dimension of its origin. For the inhabitants 
of Almere, as we saw in the personal urban tales chapter, this mythical dimension is of less 
importance. However, many of them recollected their first visit to Almere during the 
interview and in most cases they had been put off by the physical appearance of the city. 
For instance, if one reads Eva-Maria Kintzel's account of her first encounter with Almere, 
it seems unthinkable that she and her husband ended up moving there. Looking back on 
their first visit to Almere, she extensively expresses her aversion to the uniform 
appearance of the built environment. Moreover, she depicts Almere as an inhospitable 
city. When she discusses the bicycle ride from the train station to the house of their 
friends, she stresses the general lack of shelter in Almere-Buiten: the bus lanes were wide, 
the trees were small and the wind blew terribly. Consequently, Eva-Maria explains her 
move to this 'disconsolate' city by declaring that there was no other option – at least, there 
was no other village or city that offered affordable and spacious housing within a 
reasonable commuting distance from her husband's work in Amsterdam. Besides, in the 
beginning Almere was just a temporary solution, Eva-Maria recalls. So, their move to 
Almere is presented very much as a choice by default. As is shown in the remainder of this 
chapter, this depiction of Almere as a second-choice city was a regularly recurring plotline 
during the interviews. 
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The fact that Eva-Maria and her family still live in Almere is obviously in contrast with her 
story on their first encounter with the city and the fact that they only wanted to stay there 
temporarily. In order to account for the fact that they stayed in Almere despite their first 
impressions, Eva-Maria introduces several additional plots in her account. In one of them, 
she describes their wooden house in the Molenbuurt as a deviation from what is typical in 
Almere. It resembles an old house and requires a lot of maintenance, while most people in 
Almere want a new house free of maintenance. One of the additional advantages of the 
wood frame construction is the different atmosphere, according to Eva-Maria. When she 
tries to explain this, she argues that the house is alive. In contrast to the concrete house in 
which they used to live, this house is presented as being more natural. Eva-Maria seems to 
allude here to the artificial image of Almere. Just like the newness and the low 
maintenance of the houses in Almere, this image is used as a contrast for their own living 
environment. So, although they still live in Almere, they do not live in a house that 
corresponds to the general idea people have of Almere. In that sense, Eva-Maria's account 
chimes with the idea that talk is rhetorical, doing work within the larger argumentative 
context of the culture, for example, against stereotyping and criticisms that a speaker has 
experienced or anticipates (Billig, 1987).  
 
The only thing was that Almere had this status of 'you do not do that', 'you do not go 
there'. But we still did it, because it made me a bit recalcitrant at a certain moment. I 
thought: well, you have to have something. It cannot be that bad. (Frank Kresin, June 2006) 
 
The rhetorical dimension of talk is also discernible in Frank Kresin's account. For Kresin, 
affordable and spacious housing was the main reason for moving to Almere. Just like most 
other interviewees, he and his girlfriend had some initial reservations about the city. He 
seemed particularly apprehensive about the image of the city, and recounted how his 
friends were quite shocked when he told them that they were about to move to Almere. It 
appeared to be unconventional to move to Almere. The interesting aspect of Kresin's 
account is that he uses the general criticism to account for his own choice. He presents 
the general disapproval of Almere as something that made him recalcitrant, something 
that made him go against the grain. So, although his account of moving to Almere is very 
similar to that of other interviewees, he tells it in a different way. Kresin turns a search for 
affordable and spacious housing into a story of resistance against the public opinion. In 
this story, he presents himself as someone who dares to have a dissenting view, someone 
who dares to deviate from public opinion. In the end, for him this is a much more positive 
story to tell about his move to Almere.  
 
If we now return again to Eva-Maria Kintzel's account, we see how she, like Frank Kresin 
and other interviewees, eventually tries to tell a positive story about her move to Almere. 
So, despite the negative first encounter an effort is made to explain why Almere was not as 
bad as expected. Hence, in a similar vein as Henk Hofland in the external tales section, 
Eva-Maria argues that you have to look a little bit behind the facade of Almere to 
appreciate the city. However, in contrast to Hofland, who stressed the mythical story 
behind Almere, Eva-Maria stresses the fact that Almere offers everything you need as an 
inhabitant. It has become a full-grown city, she argues, ever since the composition of the 
population became similar to that in other cities. In this respect, she mentions three 
specific groups that one can also find in Almere nowadays: people who studied, artists and 
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foreigners. Apparently, this particular mix of urbanites fits Eva-Maria's idea of a full-grown 
city. In a similar vein, Connie Franssen championed the high number of creatives living in 
her neighbourhood. For Franssen, the decision to move to Almere was the result of a 
search for a better place after their neighbourhood in Amsterdam had started to decay. In 
her account, she gives an argument in favour of Almere – a specific project in an 
architectural neighbourhood appealed to her and her husband – but the main reason for 
moving seems to have been the decay of their neighbourhood and the lack of affordable 
housing in Amsterdam and its immediate surroundings. So, as in the case of Eva-Maria 
Kintzel, the move to Almere is mainly presented as anti-Amsterdam rather than as pro-
Almere. However, when talking about her current house, her tone of voice changes. 
Franssen is more enthusiastic and articulates this move in positive rather than in negative 
words. She declares how she immediately fell in love with the house and how their 
decision to move there had been intuitive rather than based on rational arguments. The 
large number of creatives in the neighbourhood is mentioned as an additional advantage 
of her current house.  
 
Like Eva-Maria Kintzel's reference to people who studied, artists and foreigners, the 
reference to creatives by Connie Franssen seems to be inspired by wider notions of the city 
as a liberal-minded place that brings together many different people and is a site for 
sophistication. As such, their references bring to mind the earlier mentioned repertoire of 
cosmopolitanism, as well as descriptions of the city as a place for sophistication and 
intellectual development. These latter characteristics allude to the idea that the city, in 
contrast to smaller towns and villages, is the place for the educated, the sharp-suited and 
the quick-witted. Although this view is debatable (as are those discussed in many 
repertoires that feature in this study), it is fairly customary to speak about city people as 
being intellectually superior to people from the countryside. In line with this, the city is 
often seen as a place of innovation and progress, and in that respect it is closely related, 
yet not identical to the repertoire of the cultural city. In the previous discussion of this 
repertoire, the city was denoted not only as a place for creativity and cultural innovation, 
but also for pleasure and entertainment. These latter references to what one could call 
'cultural consumption' are for the most part not found in the tales of Almere. In the 
specific instances discussed above, the allusions to this repertoire highlight somewhat 
different aspects and serve different purposes. In the case of Eva-Maria Kintzel's account, 
the references to the people who studied, the artists and the foreigners are used to 
demonstrate that Almere is becoming a full-grown city. This point is made in the wider 
argument that Almere offers everything you need as an inhabitant. For Connie Franssen, 
the reference to the high number of creatives in her neighbourhood is not used to say 
something about Almere. The crucial point in her argument seems to be the identification 
of herself and many people in her neighbourhood as having a creative job. In doing so, she 
uses her current neighbourhood to say something about herself, and in that respect there 
are some clear similarities with the way various interviewees from Tilburg used the ideas 
of the middle-class and working-class neighbourhood in their accounts.  
 
11.4 A lack of amazement and excitement 
 
Because of the way I was raised, I learned to appreciate that emptiness and that 
spaciousness, the large distances. I always had to cycle to the secondary school, and that 
was 18 kilometres out and 18 kilometres back. That is something that you absorb. (…) Well, 
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Almere, it was more of a lucky shot that I ended up there. But anyway, it offered the 
stillness and space, which made me feel that I had picked that up during my adolescence 
and that it had stuck with me. (Ben te Raa, June 2006) 
 
The reference to specific characteristics of a neighbourhood in Almere, as it was made at 
the end of the previous section, can only be found in a few life stories in the personal 
urban tales chapter. Adri Boellaard, for example, makes a distinction between Stedenwijk 
as a working-class neighbourhood and Muziekwijk as a more mixed neighbourhood. 
Furthermore, Eva-Maria Kintzel mentioned the functional differences between Almere-
Stad, Almere-Buiten and Almere-Haven, while Frits Huis stressed the peculiarities of the 
inhabitants of Almere-Haven. Besides these examples, no specific characteristics of the 
various neighbourhoods or districts in Almere are mentioned. Mostly, the interviewees 
treated Almere as a whole and characterized it accordingly. Often this was done in 
comparison to another city or previous places of residence. For instance, if one looks at 
the way that Ben te Raa and Adri Boellaard talk about moving to Almere, one can see how 
they establish a link between being born in the polders and living in Almere. Both were 
born in a village in a polder and both explicitly state that they appreciate the emptiness 
and spaciousness of the polders. By arguing that they rediscovered their polder feeling in 
Almere, they depict the city as being open and spacious. Moreover, they create a plot of 
continuity in their life story by linking their place of residence with their place of birth. In 
doing so, te Raa and Boellaard do not present their move to Almere as a choice by default, 
but as a positive return to something that they value.  
 
In Henk Blanken's tale (a chapter of his book Hotel Almere is discussed in the local tales 
section), the plot of continuity is used again when he presents Almere as a continuation of 
a previous place of residence. In his tale, however, Almere is related not to a polder village 
but to the city of Rotterdam. According to Blanken, Almere and Rotterdam have a lot in 
common, not in the least with respect to the way people talk about them. Both cities are 
said to be deserted after five o'clock, and allegedly nowhere else in the Netherlands does 
the wind blow so severely as it does in the city centres of Rotterdam and Almere. Blanken 
relates these critiques to the fact that both the city centre of Rotterdam and the city of 
Almere are new towns. Besides being inhospitable, the new town of Almere also lacks a 
history in which unanticipated developments could have occurred. In this respect, 
Blanken denounces the seamless design of Almere and the fact that the city has no 
coincidental curve. He continues to argue that the city still needs to bed down and that 
the current state of the city can best be described as 'permanent provisionality'. Just like a 
hotel, Almere is in the space between temporariness and permanency – a description that 
seems to sum up quite well Blanken's feelings with regard to the city. He struggles to tell a 
positive story about his place of residence and although the link with Rotterdam is an 
attempt to do so, it remains an account of a city that is too young and too predictable. 
With regard to the predictability of Almere, Blanken's tale dovetails with the earlier 
mentioned critique by Geert van Istendael and Pieter Hoexum that Almere lacks 
unpredictability, excitement and pride.  
 
Frank Kresin also mentions the lack of unpredictability when in the account of his life 
story he compares, albeit only very sketchily, Almere with Amsterdam. For Kresin, Almere 
and Amsterdam are two completely different types of city, and for him this difference boils 
down to the feeling of amazement he experiences in Amsterdam. He relates this feeling 
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primarily to the fact that he encounters far more eccentric people there, although he also 
suggests that the built environment plays a part in this. After all, in Almere everything is 
reasonably ordered and structured, according to Kresin, and the people who live there 
reflect this to some degree. In his view, this feeling of amazement is something that you 
can experience only in special places like Amsterdam or Rotterdam. As mentioned, Kresin 
discussed this only briefly. Nonetheless, it seems that he argues that a city should be 
unpredictable and disorderly, but that most Dutch cities are not. Just like Blanken, van 
Istendael and Hoexum in their accounts, Kresin seems to evoke the repertoires of the 
organic city and the planned city, which were discussed in relation to the historical spatial 
development of Tilburg. In that discussion, the supposed makeability, artificiality, order 
and coherence of the planned city was placed vis-à-vis the alleged fragmentation, 
naturalness, coincidence and inconsistency of the organic city. Many of these attributes 
also feature in the discussion on Almere, but there is a distinct difference in the way they 
are used in the various tales. In the Tilburg Cityform study, both repertoires were evoked 
in an effort to problematize the spatial fragmentation of the city. The argument was that 
more order and coherence on the level of the city as a whole would give Tilburg a more 
distinct spatial image. As such, the planned city was valued over the organic city. Here, on 
the other hand, the various narrators clearly value the organic city over the planned city. 
Their analysis of Almere identifies the idea of makeability, and the consequent order and 
artificiality, as a problem, since it causes a city to be boring and predictable. However, in 
their accounts, expressions such as confusion, disorder, excitement and stimulation are 
favoured. Accordingly, a city should confront you with the unknown, and it should be 
inconsistent and illogical in order to surprise and amaze you. According to Pieter Hoexum 
in the external tales section, one way to achieve this is to create more space for chaos and 
irregularity in future design processes. 
 
11.5 Explicit local pride 
 
And, well, we have lived here longer than anywhere else, almost 30 years now. And the big 
difference is that I am very dedicated to this city; I can also become really emotional about 
it. Perhaps it is because I am Amsterdammer by birth, that could well be it, but I could 
straightaway write a song about Almere, so to speak. And not a shitty song like they sing in 
that commercial, but a pure and simple one. (Frits Huis, June 2006) 
 
The life story of Frits Huis, as he told it during the interview, stands out with respect to his 
enthusiasm for Almere. As the previous discussion shows, other interviewees were not 
inclined to talk so passionately about the city. The rational arguments for moving to 
Almere that dominated many accounts are in this respect more representative of how 
most interviewees talked about their current place of residence. Most of them describe 
their relationship with Almere in very logical, realistic and sensible terms. Accordingly, all 
these accounts lack the enthusiasm for Almere as it is displayed here by Frits Huis. None 
of the other interviewees, either in Almere or in Tilburg, openly declared his or her love 
for the city. If we look more closely at the account of Frits in the personal urban tales 
chapter, we can see how his love for Almere primarily relates to the people who live there. 
In this respect, it differs from his love for Amsterdam, which is given shape by a famous 
local singer and a landmark building. The built environment of Almere is not something 
Frits is very enthusiastic about. In his view, Almere is not monumental, pretty or 
picturesque, because everything is modern in the city.  
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The absence of other strong expressions of emotional attachment to Almere is difficult to 
interpret. On the basis of this empirical material, it cannot be determined if other 
interviewees – or even other urban dwellers – lack a strong emotional attachment to the 
city. The main thing that can be said here is that only one example of 'explicit local pride' 
is found in the selection of people who were interviewed for this study. Moreover, a link 
can be made with the tales in the marketing tales section of the concrete urban tales 
chapter. In those tales a lack of emotional attachment among the inhabitants of Almere 
was identified and the marketeers stressed the importance of increasing the local pride. As 
I argue in the following, local pride is not seen as a goal on its own: in the end, it is 
subsidiary to the goal to increase the external appeal of the city.  
 
In contrast to the marketing tales about Tilburg, the tales about two consecutive city 
marketing campaigns for Almere in the marketing tales section do not reflect a complete 
reversal of policy. While the shift from the 'Modern Industrial City' campaign to the 'T' 
campaign entailed abandoning a well-known slogan, the recent city marketing plan of 
Almere argued for the continuation of the main slogan: Het kán in Almere ('It is possible in 
Almere'). On the outside, the new marketing plan for Almere thus appears to be more of 
the same. The main difference seems to be how Almere is now associated with two core 
values and six dimensions. In the near future, Almere will be marketed as a pioneering and 
colourful city, while simultaneously stressing its status as 'city of modern architecture', 
'city in the water' and 'event city'. With regard to the other three dimensions ('shopping 
city', 'city of subcultures' and 'city of entrepreneurs'), Snel (2006: 8) urges for some 
prudence in their use to market the city. Further product development is needed before 
Almere can convincingly sell itself on these dimensions. The dimension 'shopping city', for 
instance, still needs to develop and at the moment the aim is to make the shopping 
possibilities complete for the own inhabitants (Snel, 2006: 9). However, the eventual 
ambition is to appeal as a shopping city on a regional and even national scale and thus to 
attract external visitors. So, as in the case of Tilburg, these tales are primarily told in order 
to attract external visitors or investments. Following the logic of the entrepreneurial city, 
as described by David Harvey in the abstract urban tales chapter, Almere has become 
much more oriented towards the provision of a 'good business climate' and to the 
construction of all sorts of enticements to bring capital into town (Harvey, 1989: 11). One 
of the implications of this is the attempt to build an imagery of Almere that is suited for 
that competitive purpose. From that perspective, the current vague and grey image of 
Almere, as identified in a study by the Positioneringsgroep (Ummels, 1999: 34), is 
considered to be problematic. One could therefore argue that the plot of these marketing 
tales revolves around the problematization of a vague image. Both marketing tales 
accordingly argue that Almere should stand out and attract attention (Ummels, 1999) and 
have unique features and be complete (Snel, 2006).  
 
In addition to the external orientation of these tales, there is also an emphasis on the 
importance of local resonance and anchoring. In both tales the importance of increasing 
the local pride is mentioned. Ummels (1999) argues that inhabitants should have an 
emotional tie with the city. They should be proud and loyalty should be increased in an 
attempt to strengthen the social cohesion. Snel (2006) describes the intensive consultation 
of 38 inhabitants and suggests a locally anchored selection of the two core values and six 
dimensions. However, if one looks more carefully at this process of local consultation, one 
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can argue that the role of the local voices in this process seems to be primarily 
instrumental. In the description of the electronic boardroom sessions with active 
inhabitants of Almere in the marketing tales section, it was mentioned that the 
evaluations of the inhabitants were changed into 'more realistic desired future identities'. 
The author accounts for this adaptation by arguing that the inhabitants of Almere tended 
to overemphasize the imperfections of the city (Snel: 2006: 8). A closer look at this process 
of adaptation shows that four dimensions of Almere – 'city of space and tranquillity', 
'nightlife city', 'residential town' and 'sustainable city' – were valued higher by the 
inhabitants than by the marketeers. In the end, none of these four dimensions was 
selected for the future marketing of Almere. So, even though the inhabitants considered 
these dimensions to be desired future identities of the city, they were deemed not suitable 
for marketing purposes by the marketeers. In my view, this makes the rhetoric of local 
anchoring and resonance somewhat deceptive. In the course of the process, the voices of 
the inhabitants were remodelled in a significant way to suit the ideas and aims of the 
marketeers. The input of the inhabitants was merely used as a justification of the process 
and of the eventual choices as they were made by the marketeers. 
 
From a narrative perspective, these marketing tales can also be seen as a choice for or 
against the association with specific interpretative repertoires. If one looks at the two core 
values and six dimensions of the new marketing campaign, many descriptions emerge 
which allude to earlier discussed repertoires. The dimensions 'event city' and 'shopping 
city', for instance, brings to mind the repertoire of the cultural city, while the dimension 
'city of entrepreneurs' clearly alludes to the repertoire of the entrepreneurial city. The core 
value 'pioneering' can moreover be associated with the repertoire of urban opportunities. 
Although more can be said on this, here I merely want to highlight that the work of city 
marketeers, to some extent, seems to revolve around building creatively on specific 
interpretative repertoires. Accordingly, their work could benefit from studies like this one 
in which the different appropriations of a variety of repertoires is analysed.  
 
11.6 A complete city of space and tranquillity 
 
Every time we crossed the bridge from Amsterdam to Almere, all the greenery and the 
water and that space. Then it was just like: Oh, holiday! And as a matter of fact, I always 
had that feeling. I still have it. (Connie Franssen, May 2006) 
 
The diverging appreciations of Almere as a city of space and tranquillity or as a residential 
town, as they were discussed in the previous section, can be illustrated further by looking 
more closely at some of the stories in the personal urban tales chapter. Ben te Raa and 
Adri Boellaard championed the emptiness and spaciousness of the polder, while various 
other interviewees were enthusiastic about the abundance of greenery and water in 
Almere. Connie Franssen's statement above is only one example of this. In a similar vein, 
Frits Huis recalled the unspoilt and magnificent greenery of the early years of Almere. He 
furthermore spoke enthusiastically about the feeling of liberation when one drives across 
the Hollandse Brug and leaves the congestion and overcrowding of the Randstad behind. 
However, like Connie Franssen, he too mentions that this feeling is becoming less strong 
because the city keeps expanding towards Amsterdam. Moreover, in Ben te Raa's booklet 
Tree Stories, which is discussed in the local tales section, the author gives trees and forests 
in Almere centre stage. Not only does he document the local history of the planting of 
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trees, but his tale seems to give Almere some roots. By concentrating on the natural 
history of the municipality, Almere is associated with such notions as sustainability and 
nature. As such, the city is described in terms of greenness, rurality and features of 
landscape. In line with Taylor (2003: 207), such descriptions could be referred to as the 
repertoire of nature and landscape. By evoking this repertoire, the tree stories and the 
accounts of the various interviewees can be seen as a 'natural' reaction to the artificial and 
fabricated image of Almere.  
 
In the account of her life story, Jos Corveleijn also addresses the conflict between the 
natural environment and the artificial city. In contrast to most other interviewees in 
Almere, Jos seemed to be more anxious to leave Almere as soon as circumstances made it 
possible. Not only does she describe the current development of the city in negative terms 
– she displays an aversion to the increasing aggression and street slang – but she also 
portrays nearby cities like Bussum and Hilversum in much more positive terms. According 
to Jos, both cities are older, cosier and calmer than Almere is. Especially the evaluation 
that Bussum and Hilversum are calmer than Almere is an interesting one. Of course, both 
cities are located in the Gooi region and the fact that this region is well-known for its 
woody environment can contribute to this idea of calmness. A balanced mix of the urban 
and the natural environment is often seen as a wholesome and peaceful living 
environment. Still, more often than not Almere is criticized for being boring, for being too 
calm. For Jos, however, Almere is the opposite of too calm or too boring. The most 
poignant image she evokes in this respect is the disappearance of the deer from the open 
fields between Almere and Amsterdam. Since Almere keeps expanding towards 
Amsterdam as a result of the development of Almere-Buiten and Almere-Poort, the 
natural area between the two cities is disappearing. This loss of unspoilt nature is also 
mentioned by other interviewees and the impression is given by all of them that this is a 
significant loss. In addition to the widely expressed appreciation for the greenery, space 
and tranquillity, this suggests that the close affiliation between Almere and its natural 
environment is highly valued. It seems to be an intrinsic part of the experience of Almere. 
Possible threats to the 'calmness' and 'naturalness' of Almere, now or in the future, could 
thus have a profound impact on the experience of the city.  
 
In addition to the idea that these accounts are suffused with an appreciation for nature 
and greenery, one could argue that they also call forth certain feelings of nostalgia. They 
seem to be examples of what I would call the first stages of the emergence of a longing for 
the city's past. Stories of nostalgia are quite prominent in the case of Tilburg, as we saw in 
the analysis of the urban tales from that city, but are, for obvious reasons, more absent 
from the case of the new town Almere. However, the tales about the decline of greenery 
and unspoilt nature seem to hint at an emerging feeling of nostalgia for the city's 
supposedly tranquil and green past. In the account of Korrie Hasper, we can see a similar 
nostalgia, but this time with regard to the built environment of the city. During her 
interview, she talked about the time when Almere was still crisp and new. In her view, the 
contemporary city is not as beautiful and magnificent as it used to be. Hasper has lived 
with her family in Almere since 1980 and saw Almere-Stad develop almost from scratch. In 
that period, the city lost some of its initial lustre, Hasper argued. So, instead of stressing 
the growth of Almere, which is most often done when people look back on the history of 
the city, she discusses the deterioration of public space. In another extract from her tale, 
Hasper furthermore mentions the lack of services in the city. This point was raised by 
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various other interviewees, habitually in relation to the growth of the city. The argument 
in those cases was that although Almere was becoming a full-grown city, it still lagged 
behind with regard to specific services and facilities. According to Connie Franssen, for 
instance, there are many facilities and services for young people in Almere, but she misses 
certain facilities for older youths, such as bars and cafes. During her interview, Adri 
Boellaard specifically mentioned the lack of services for the elderly. Korrie Hasper, on the 
other hand, argued that the lack of specific services and facilities was compensated for by 
the proximity to Amsterdam. She did not need an expensive theatre, because she would go 
to the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam anyway.  
 
The lack of services and facilities also creates possibilities for the inhabitants in Almere. 
Some extracts from the interviews with Frank Kresin and Connie Franssen tell of how both 
were successful in their efforts to achieve things in Almere. They explicitly relate this to 
the fact that Almere is a new town without a lot of history or traditional networks, and 
they experience the city as being very supportive of own initiatives. In contrast to 
Amsterdam, for instance, Almere lacks the established networks and the accompanying 
channels and cliques. During their interviews, Kresin and Franssen seemed to give a 
different twist on the often told story of the city as a site of opportunities. In the repertoire 
of urban opportunities, the city is depicted as a place that gives individuals opportunities 
to start anew and to make the most of their chances. For many, the city is the place for 
independence and personal development. Accordingly, this repertoire could be seen as an 
alternative version of the adage 'City air makes free'.99 For Kresin and Franssen, Almere is 
moreover a place of opportunities in a very specific sense. Almere is not just any place for 
opportunities, but being a new town it offers even more opportunities than other cities. 
Since there are not many established interests in Almere, it is easier to realize your ideas. 
In that respect it really is, Kresin argues, a city for pioneering and as such it favours 
independence and initiative. In his account, Frits Huis argues that Almere induced (and 
still induces) people to take the initiative, especially in the early years. He recalls how he 
agreed to do various administrative tasks, and subsequently became part of the local 
establishment, whereas he normally would not get involved in such things that easily. In 
that sense, the incompleteness of Almere was what gave it part of its appeal.  
 
11.7 Concluding remarks 
 
In de Certeau's The practice of everyday life (1984), the author compares the walking of a 
pedestrian with speech acts. Just as speech acts have the capacity to make new meaning 
within the disciplinary confines of language, so walking in the city has a rhetorical 
function in that it can weave together different elements of the city, can take short-cuts or 
be deliberatively circuitous (Bridge and Watson, 2003c: 337-338). The analysis of urban 
tales on Almere in this chapter, includes some examples of this weaving together of 
different elements of the city. For instance, various urban dwellers make explicit linkages 
between their place of residence and the repertoire of nature and landscape. 
Consequently, the artificial and fabricated planning history of Almere becomes entwined 
with a story about greenness, spaciousness and tranquillity. Moreover, in making such 
                                                 
99
 The adage 'City air makes free' dates back to medieval times when feudal law specified that Stadtluft macht 
frei nach Jahr und Tag, meaning that after a year and a day landlord nobles lost their claim on serfs who fled to 
the city. 
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linkages, the inhabitants also – intentionally or unintentionally – challenge the image of 
an eventful, dynamic, entrepreneurial city in the new marketing campaign – an image that 
seems to be inspired by ideas of progress and growth. Almere should become a full-grown 
city, the marketeers argue, but the accounts of urban dwellers make one wonder if this 
ambition is compatible with the so valued greenness, spaciousness and tranquillity. These 
features of Almere seem to be important for many inhabitants (some are already 
mourning its gradual disappearance), but are nearly absent in the way the city is narrated 
by marketeers and many politicians. 
 
As the polyvocal story in this chapter shows, the narrative analysis of this study brings to 
light the ways in which many different voices integrate in complex and often contradictory 
ways. The analysis moreover show how the various urban tales of Almere often revolve 
around specific ways of talking about the city and urban life. Although these interpretative 
repertoires do not determine what somebody says about Almere, they do play an 
important part in the interaction between the narrator and his or her audience. In the end, 
these 'building blocks of conversation' (Edley, 2001) influence, often in very subtle but 
influential ways, the way we can and do talk about the Almere.  
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12. STORIES OF TWO CITIES-SO-FAR 
 
 
I do not know whether I find Almere ugly. Certainly, one cannot say that Almere-Haven, 
the starting point of Almere, is beautiful. The concrete and the bricks are covered there in a 
greyish veil, even when the sun is shining. But there are, without a doubt, worse places in 
the Netherlands. Den Helder, for instance. Emmen, no picnic either. Stadskanaal, 
indescribable. Capelle aan den IJssel, unbelievable. Papendrecht. And Delfzijl, of course. 
Delfzijl is so ugly it becomes beautiful again; a phenomenon one can frequently encounter 
in Belgium. Veenendaal, a mess. Tilburg, cheerless. Biddinghuizen: I do not know if you 
have ever been there, but it is beyond description. Lelystad, needless to say. (Bril, 2008)  
 
In a column for the national newspaper de Volkskrant (1 March 2008), publicist Martin Bril 
reflected on the election of Almere as the ugliest city of the Netherlands.100 In his ironic 
style, Bril comments on various other cities that also deserved a nomination for this title. 
Unsurprisingly, his inventory primarily contains former industrial cities and new towns 
like a 'cheerless' Tilburg and an Almere 'covered in a greyish veil'. Unsurprisingly, because 
both types of cities are more often than not regarded to be 'ugly', in the Netherlands as 
well as abroad. Obviously, many critical remarks could be made with regard to such 
negative depictions of these types of cities. Martin Bril even gives some in his column. He 
argues that these cities actually are not ugly at all. According to him, ugliness depends on 
two things: one's state of mind and one's geography. Negative people find everything ugly. 
In terms of geography he moreover argues that the closer one gets to a city, the less one 
can see its ugliness. So, Bril concludes, if you are sitting in your well-maintained garden on 
a sunny day, looking out on your new garden fence and on your wife and children sitting 
in the grass, life can be beautiful. Even when you are living in a new town.  
 
As this study shows, my approach to the city is somewhat less cynical. Still, the supposedly 
negative image of former industrial cities and new towns in general, and of Tilburg and 
Almere in particular, was an important starting point for this study. As discussed earlier, 
this image led to elaborate debates in both cities; debates in which a negative image as 
such was problematised. In line with Harvey's account on the entrepreneurial city, 
politicians in Tilburg and Almere adopted the view that a city is in a constant state of 
competition with other cities and needs to provide a positive imagery to attract 
increasingly footloose capital. The city marketing campaigns which were subsequently 
initiated in both cities, triggered me to ask questions about topics that eventually became 
central to this study. How do these marketing campaigns relate to other stories about 
Tilburg and Almere? How do the marketeers negotiate between the supposedly negative 
image of the city and the perceived need to portray a positive image? How do other people 
in both cities talk about Tilburg and Almere? Do they refer to the stories about the 
negative image or do they tell a fundamentally different story? Questions like these 
increasingly  led to more abstract, more theoretical, questions about the relationship 
                                                 
100
 The competition for the ugliest place was set up by the travel section of de Volkskrant. Visitors of the site 
www.volkskrantreizen.nl could vote for the worst place in the Netherlands. A (non-representative) total of 
2900 people voted on one of the five Dutch nominees: Almere, Den Helder, Eindhoven, Heerlen, and 
Nieuwegein. The selection of these five nominees was based on suggestions by visitors of the site.  
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between people and the city and the way this relationship is negotiated; and about the 
possibilities and limitations that exits to talk about the city and urban life. Questions like 
these also led to methodological queries into the role of a researcher, into the quality of 
qualitative research, and into the representation of empirical findings in an academic text.  
 
In this chapter, my efforts to answer these question are discussed. In doing so, it revisits 
the initial aims of this study as they are expressed in the introductory chapter. In general 
terms, this chapter discusses the implications of the polyvocal and narrative approach 
which are at the heart of this study. It is claimed that the narrative and polyvocal approach 
to the city creates a previously unavailable image of the city. Here, I examine this new 
image and its benefits for academic and professional debates about the city. In the first 
section, the polyvocal approach is discussed by showing how it strives to represent the 
complexity and pluriformity of the contemporary city. Moreover, the emancipatory and 
critical qualities of the polyvocal approach are explored, as well as its implications for the 
voice of the researcher and for the readers of this text. Subsequently, the narrative analysis 
is revisited by looking if and how the various urban tales intertwine. Finally, I reflect on 
my own role in the analytical process.  
 
12.1 Polyvocality and urban complexity  
 
In contemporary academic debates on the city, it is generally agreed upon that there are 
many different ways to represent or imagine a city. Moreover, these multiple 
representations and imaginations are considered to be dependent on their temporal and 
spatial context. As such, these approaches to the city chime with wider debates in social 
sciences and humanities on the socially constructed nature of subjective and 
intersubjective meanings. This particular study is inspired by these approaches and 
accordingly the city is understood here as a simultaneity of stories-so-far. In general, this 
understanding of the city recognizes it as the product of interrelations, as the sphere of 
contemporaneous plurality, and as always under construction (Massey, 2005). 
Nevertheless, despite the widespread acceptance of such conceptualisations of the city in 
contemporary urban studies, only a few scholars have actually tried to incorporate these 
into their research projects (e.g. Finnegan, 1998; Llewellyn, 2003). This study is a renewed 
attempt to bring together a wide variety of urban representations into one project and, in 
doing so, this study aims to reflect and interrelate the rich diversity and complexity of 
contemporary urban life in two medium sized Dutch cities: the former industrial city of 
Tilburg and the new town Almere. As such, this study is a significant empirical 
contribution to recent efforts to advance our understanding of the contemporary urban 
condition. 
 
Since it is impossible to collect and analyse all possible stories about Tilburg and Almere, 
the actual process of selecting the stories was guided by a typology of urban tales. Building 
on the work of Finnegan (1998), three main types of tales are identified: the abstract urban 
tales about the city and urban life in general; the concrete urban tales about Tilburg and 
Almere; and the personal urban tales of individual urban dwellers from Tilburg and 
Almere. Four examples of abstract urban tales are discussed in detail: Louis Wirth's essay 
'Urbanism as a way of life', Jane Jacobs's introduction to The death and life of great 
American cities, David Harvey's article 'From managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the 
transformation of urban governance in late capitalism', and Manuel Castells's article 
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'European cities, the informational society, and the global economy'. These four urban 
tales are classic academic texts on the city and they all exemplify distinct ways of looking 
at the city and at urban development. As such, they help to critically review some of the 
underlying assumptions of the various urban tales about Tilburg and Almere, and 
moreover they give more insight into the rationales used to account for certain practices 
and ideas as they are expressed in the concrete and personal urban tales. Louis Wirth's 
account on the loss of community in the urban industrial society helps, for example, to 
distinguish some of the unarticulated claims made in several personal urban tales from 
Tilburg. Another example is Jane Jacobs's critique of orthodox urban planning which helps 
to understand some of the rationales of the Tilburg Cityform study. 
 
Besides abstract urban tales, a large part of this study is dedicated to the urban tales about 
Tilburg and Almere. In the framework of the general typology, these concrete urban tales 
are subdivided into planners' tales, marketing tales, external tales and local tales. These 
four sub-types encompass stories about Tilburg and Almere as they are told by urban 
planners, architects and/or administrators (the planners' tales), by local politicians, policy 
makers, and marketeers (the marketing tales), by journalists and writers (the external 
tales), and by local historians and publicists (the local tales). In conjunction with the 
personal urban tales, the last type of urban tales studied here, they make up a 
comprehensive image of both cities. The personal urban tales encompass life stories as 
they are told to me by urban dwellers from Tilburg and Almere. A total of 20 life stories 
were collected via in-depth life story interviews. A specific ambition of these interviews 
was to find out how the interviewees experienced living in their current place of residence. 
This resulted in highly personal accounts about living in and moving to Tilburg and 
Almere. In the end, the personal urban tales are unique stories about people's life, but 
simultaneously they portray the city from a perspective that is shared by many. As such, 
these tales contribute to the overall ambition of this study to engage in a meaningful way 
with the wide range of individuals who are implicated in the process of narrating Tilburg 
and Almere. In doing so, this study created space for different perspectives on both cities 
that at first touched each other obliquely, but eventually started to overlap, without ever 
being absorbed completely by one another. 
 
12.2 Polyvocality and equality  
 
At this point, it should be stressed once more that the typology of urban tales must not be 
understood as a systematic classification of the various types of tales based on specific 
common characteristics. Above all, the typology is seen here as a heuristic framework 
which is used for accessing a polyvocal empirical field. In addition, the typology is used as 
a framework for writing up the results of the research process. In the eventual text, the 
various urban tales are brought together within one framework in which each tale is of 
significance in itself. Each tale is considered to be equal and accordingly each tale is 
analysed in the same way by looking at the way it is emplotted and at the interpretative 
repertoires evoked in its telling. This emphasis on equality is a recrafting of the 
relationship between the various urban tales in the sense that they are not considered to 
be equal outside of this study. The various tales included here differ in many ways outside 
of this study, not in the last place in the degree to which they are publicly known.  
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The life stories of the urban dwellers, for example, are in most cases written down for the 
first time here. Although these stories are probably told on earlier occasions in an 
alternative way to friends or family, this study will in all probability be the first time that 
these life stories are told to a larger audience. The abstract urban tales of the academics, 
on the other hand, are four classic stories about the city and urban life which are well-read 
– in the case of Louis Wirth and Jane Jacobs even for some decades by now – by a large 
international audience of academic scholars and professionals. Moreover, the concrete 
tales on Tilburg and Almere are in most cases known by a local audience and sometimes 
they are also known on a larger scale. Some urban tales, however, are relatively unknown 
and are up till now primarily read by small and specific audiences. Presumably, the 
marketing tales are above all read by professional marketeers, local policy makers and 
politicians, although the actual marketing campaigns are obviously known to a wider 
public. The planners' tales are probably also mainly read by a limited audience, despite the 
fact that the Tilburg Cityform study, for instance, aims to make the knowledge about the 
morphology of the city more accessible for a wider public. Furthermore, some local tales, 
like the booklet on the trees of Almere, are printed in relatively small numbers and one 
can therefore assume that they are read by a relatively small number of people. 
 
Nevertheless, despite these differences with regard to the degree that they are publicly 
known, the urban tales are given comparable space in the text of this study and they are 
analysed in a similar manner. As such, the polyvocal approach acknowledges the 
subjectivity, heterogeneity and inevitable partiality of any urban representation, including 
those by academics and professionals. In doing so, the polyvocal approach questions the a 
priori assumption that the academic and professional tales – the abstract, marketing and 
planners' tales – are authorative and 'above-the-battle' accounts (cf. Finnegan, 1997: 73). In 
some cases, this equal treatment of the various urban tales can also be seen as a form of 
emancipation. After all, in many other studies, the voices from urban dwellers are not 
included in such a prominent way as in this one.  
 
The lack of attention for the voices of urban dwellers furthermore seems to be in contrast 
with a growing attention for the personal stories from urban dwellers in our contemporary 
society. In part inspired by the rise of the internet, we can currently see a growing interest 
in oral history and in everyday stories from ordinary people. The two oral history projects 
mentioned in this study – Het Geheugen van Tilburg and Het Geheugen van Almere – are 
noticeable examples of this. Both have clear resemblances with several similar projects 
which can be found throughout the Netherlands. In Amsterdam, two different areas of the 
city – Amsterdam-Oost and Amsterdam-West – have set up oral history projects, while 
similar initiatives were established in the towns of Venray and Heemskerk.101 Moreover, in 
Maastricht the local municipality set up an oral history project as a distinct part of the 
cultural heritage policy of the city (www.zichtopmaastricht.nl). In general, this societal 
attention for the voice of the urban dweller recalls de Certeau's earlier mentioned street 
level perspective as well as Jane Jacobs appeal to pay more attention to the everyday life of 
the people who inhabit our cities. However, in contrast to Jacobs's tale on diversity and 
                                                 
101
 All projects are initiated by the local library, archive and/or municipality and revolve, just like the projects 
in Tilburg and Almere, around a central website which collects all the different stories. See for more 
information on the projects: www.geheugenvanoost.nl, www.geheugenvanwest.nl, www.rooynet.nl and 
www.geheugenvanheemskerk.nl. 
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pluriformity in great American cities, the everyday life of the urban dweller is not the focal 
point of the account in most urban tales of academics. In Harvey's tale on the 
entrepreneurial city, for instance, the story revolves around the relationship between 
global capitalism and the city. The only urban dwellers in his story are mentioned 
indirectly when he discusses how a new entrepreneurial image of the city can create a 
sense of social solidarity, civic pride and loyalty to place among the inhabitants of a city.  
 
As the analysis of the urban tales in this study shows, the voice of the urban dweller also 
remains marginal in the professional tales of urban planners and city marketeers. For 
example, the city marketeers in Almere interpret the input of local inhabitants in such a 
way that it first and foremost matches their own aims and views. Despite an explicit 
rhetoric on the importance of public support and local anchoring, the marketeers 
ultimately do not give the urban dwellers an equal voice in the process of deciding on the 
focal points of the new marketing campaign. In the Tilburg Cityform study, conversely, 
the voice of the urban dweller is absent in a different way. As discussed in the polyvocal 
story about Tilburg, this study seems to be looking at Tilburg from the top of a tower in an 
effort to create a more distinct image of the city as a whole (cf. de Certeau, 1984). 
Consequently, the inhabitants of Tilburg, as well as their uses and experiences of the city, 
are absent from these particular tales. The contrast with the planning history of Almere, as 
it is discussed in the article by Petra Brouwer, is an interesting one. Brouwer (1999) argues 
that the planners of Almere are actually criticised for giving the urban dwellers what they 
want: a low-rise house with a garden set in green and peaceful surroundings, but not too 
far from first-class amenities. According to other urban planners, the plans for Almere did 
not have the ambition to go beyond what the people want. In the professional debate, 
listening to the voice of the urban dwellers was thus equalled with consolidating the status 
quo.  
 
In general, the polyvocal approach thus both emancipates some voices in the city and 
questions the often tacitly assumed authority of others. As such, the polyvocal approach 
provides a method to look beyond the obvious and to include those voices from the city 
which are commonly not acknowledged in academic studies. In the end, the implications 
of this perspective on the city stretch beyond the confines of academia. Paying attention 
to the voices of urban dwellers is not only important for an academic in his or her attempt 
to understand the diversity and complexity of the contemporary urban condition. Also 
urban professionals, like planners, marketeers and politicians, can benefit from such a 
comprehensive perspective on the city. 
 
12.3 A polyvocal audience  
 
Interest in a multiplicity of voices does not only have implications for the representation 
of the various urban tales in this book. Besides making the voices from the field equal, the 
polyvocal approach also draws attention to my voice as a researcher and as a result it 
raises issues of authorship and authority. In the end, the polyvocal approach also has 
implications for the reader of the text and in line with this it demands a specific audience. 
In Crang's view, a polyvocal text must move away from those who want and indeed 
demand the provision of answers (1992: 543). As I argue in the following, a polyvocal text 
instead calls for readers who are willing to engage actively with the presented research 
material.  
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As Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) argue, if one allows the subjects in the research to be 
heard, then one cannot suppress this polyvocality with grand narratives and researcher 
authority. So, more attention for the voices from the field also implies a less prominent 
voice of the researcher. In a traditional academic text, the voice of the researcher is likely 
to be emphasized more than the voices of those people studied. As discussed in the 
previous section, tales of academics are often presented as authorative and 'above-the-
battle' accounts. Especially in the concluding chapters, researchers tend to tone down the 
multiplicity of voices with the purpose of getting manageable and comprehensible results. 
In this polyvocal study, in contrast, an explicit effort is made to preserve the different and 
even contradictory voices throughout the whole research process. So, also in this 
conclusion the voice of the researcher is considered to be one of the many voices in the 
research process. As such, the polyvocal approach chimes with some of the criteria and 
techniques to increase the trustworthiness of qualitative case study research, as they are 
discussed in this study.  
 
One of these criteria, credibility, entails the degree to which a description of human 
experience in a research text is such that those having the experience would recognise it 
and those outside the experience can understand it. The attention given to the voices from 
the field in this polyvocal study explicitly aims to achieve this. The use of thick 
descriptions to represent the urban tales makes it furthermore possible for different 
audiences to recognise and understand the events and interpretations as they are 
described by the various narrators. Another criterion, confirmability, actually refers to the 
tension between the voice of the researcher and the voices from the field. In the case of 
trustworthy qualitative research, the findings should not be determined by the biases, 
motivations, interests or perspectives of the researcher. In this study, this implies that the 
voice of the researcher should not overshadow the voice of the narrators of the various 
urban tales and the interpretations of the researcher should be linked to the tales in 
readily discernible ways. A related criterion is that of dependability, which states that 
qualitative research should make the constantly changing interactions between 
researchers and participants publicly inspectable.  
 
In line with these criteria, this polyvocal study aims to be as open and clear as possible 
about the choices made during the research process. Not only the process of selecting the 
urban tales is described elaborately, but also the analysis of the tales and the eventual 
writing up is discussed in detail. These in depth reflections on the research process are not 
only inspired by the polyvocal approach. The ambition to create more transparency and 
clarity in the research process should also be understood as a reaction to contemporary 
studies in urban geography, and particularly to those by cultural and critical geographers. 
In my view, there is a general lack of discussion on issues of method and methodology in 
those studies. As a critical reader, it is often very difficult to assess how these particular 
urban geographers arrive at their interpretations of the data. One cannot trace the various 
steps of the interpretative process, nor can one get an in depth understanding of how 
these researchers collected their data. Obviously, not all critical urban geographers are so 
opaque about the complexities and practicalities of method and methodology, but the 
emphasis in this field is strongly on philosophical rather than empirical means of 
argumentation (cf. Thrift as cited in Cloke et al., 2004). As a reaction to this lack of 
attention for the research process, this study explicitly discusses methods and 
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methodology. In doing so, the study eventually aims to contribute to methodological 
discussions in urban geography.  
 
The text which results from this particular approach to the research process demands a 
specific audience. As Crang (1992: 543) argues, a polyvocal text encourages, even more 
than other texts, a multiplicity of readings. The politics of that is ambivalent, he continues 
to argue: it partially liberates the reader, but it also deliberately gives them a larger hand 
in creating meanings from the text. Even for many academics, who often underline the 
importance of multiple interpretations, this may be one step too far. Academics do not 
always read academic texts in order to review the interpretation of the author and 
consequently they can find a polyvocal text like this one rather taxing. However, in my 
view, the polyvocal approach comes with great benefits which compensate for the relative 
loss of my authorial voice as a researcher. Above all, the acknowledgement of the 
significance of each individual voice creates a distinctly new and comprehensive image of 
the city. An image that echoes the difference, otherness, fragmentation, and plurality of 
the contemporary urban condition. Moreover, the space created for the individual tales 
enables readers to frame a sense of what the narrators mean and consequently to engage 
with them about the sensibility of their tales. Instead of solely questioning – or going 
along with – my academic interpretation, this approach creates the possibility for the 
reader to query and give weight to the included voices from the city. 
 
In the remainder of this chapter, the attention shifts from the polyvocal approach to the 
narrative analysis. In doing so, the focus is less on the actual analysis of the urban tales 
from Tilburg and Almere, and more on the process of analysis as such. First, I discuss how 
the analytical concepts of emplotment and interpretative repertoire have been used to 
explore if and how the various urban tales in this study intertwine. Consequently, I 
illustrate how certain narrators draw creatively on specific repertoires to tell a positive 
story about their city. Finally, I reflect on my role as a researcher in the analysis of the 
urban tales. 
 
12.4 The intertwinement of the urban tales  
 
The narrative analysis of this study uses the concepts of 'emplotment' and 'interpretative 
repertoire' to gain more insight into, on the one hand, individuals' experiences and the 
meanings they make of them, and, on the other hand, into the intersubjective meanings 
shared by the whole of the community. Subsequently, both concepts are used to explore if 
and how the various urban tales in this study intertwine. As the polyvocal stories on 
Tilburg and Almere show, the intertwinement of the tales becomes most salient in the 
references to comparable interpretative repertoires. In both analytical chapters, I identify 
and describe a total of ten interpretative repertoires: the repertoires of the planned, 
organic, cultural, entrepreneurial, and industrial city, the repertoires of nature and 
landscape, cosmopolitanism, parochialism, and community, and, finally the repertoire of 
urban opportunities. These repertoires are evoked on more than one occasion in the 
empirical material. However, as the following discussion shows, the references to these 
repertoires vary strongly for each individual urban tale. For example, several narrators in 
this study evoke the repertoires of the planned and the organic city. The repertoire of the 
planned city is understood in this study as the description of an artificial, rational and 
non-natural settlement and implies ideas of makeability, order and coherence. In the 
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repertoire of the organic city, in contrast, the city is depicted as a naturally grown, pre-
modern settlement and as such it evokes images of coincidence, fragmentation, and 
greenness. The allusions to both repertoires take the various urban tales beyond the 
individual experiences and, consequently, make them comprehensible and familiar for a 
wider audience. Nevertheless, each narrator appropriates these repertoires in a very 
distinct way.  
 
In the abstract urban tales, for instance, Jane Jacobs argues how orthodox planners 
organise the city on the basis of simplicity and order. In her view, such an approach to the 
city does not do justice to the diversity and interdependence of urban life. In both 
empirical chapters on Almere, similar images are evoked by narrators like van Istendael, 
Hoexum, Kresin and Blanken. They critique the systematic and organized design of 
Almere, as well as the predictability of the city and the underlying idea of makeability. So, 
just like Jacobs, they are critical of the planned city. Accordingly, they favour 'organic' 
terms such as confusion, disorder, excitement and stimulation and they argue – 
sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly – that a city should confront you with the 
unknown, and it should be inconsistent and illogical in order to surprise and amaze you. 
In the Tilburg Cityform study, on the other hand, the argument is that a city actually 
should be less inconsistent and less illogical. In this specific set of planners' tales, the 
organic city is problematised as being too fragmented. So, instead of arguing that the 
order and artificiality of a planned city causes a city to be boring and predictable, the 
narrators of these tales argue that more order and coherence on the level of the city as a 
whole will give Tilburg a more distinct spatial image. Ultimately, the contrasting 
references to the repertoire of the planned city and the repertoire of the organic city show 
how interpretative repertoires serve as a back-cloth for the realization of locally managed 
positions in actual interaction from which accusations and justifications can be launched 
(Wetherell, 1998). 
 
In addition to these individual appropriations of certain interpretative repertoires, the 
intertwinement of the urban tales is also noticeable in the parallels between the plots of 
various tales. For instance, several urban dwellers from Almere tell comparable tales about 
their move to the city. For many of them, Almere initially was a second choice city in a 
search for a spacious and affordable house, but since they lived there Almere turned out to 
be a nice place to live. To explain this, some mention the fact that the city offers 
everything you need, while others argue that their current house and neighbourhood does 
not fit the general image of Almere. So, in general, these urban dwellers present the move 
to Almere as a choice by default, but subsequently they argue that their initial impression 
of the city does not do Almere, or their neighbourhood, justice. In the life stories from 
Tilburg, several urban dwellers allude to the plot of a community lost. Various 
interviewees argue how, in bygone days, Tilburg in general and their neighbourhood in 
particular used to be a traditional community with an integrated and stable social 
network. Consequently, they describe the contemporary city as a place where people do 
not know each other anymore, a place without mutual trust, cosiness and geniality. The 
feeling of community is now either something from the past or, as some interviewees 
explicitly mention, it can only be found across the border in Belgium. According to them, 
in Belgium things still are as they used to be in Tilburg many years ago. 
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Besides these comparable plotlines in the life stories from the urban dwellers, the 
marketing tales and the external tales of Tilburg also contain plotlines which have some 
noticeable similarities. Both the journalists and the marketeers describe the renaissance of 
a former industrial city. They argue that Tilburg developed from a socially and physically 
depressing city to a city with a vibrant atmosphere and inhabitants who are increasingly 
proud of Tilburg. In more general terms, these narrators all tell about a shift from an 
industrial to a cultural city. However, they all do this in their own way and in the end, the 
various narrators tell tales with distinct plots and with distinct references to distinct 
repertoires. Accordingly, the most noticeable feature of the urban tales remains their 
independence and diversity rather than their interdependence and sameness.  
 
12.5 A former industrial city and a new town 
 
In addition to the way the various urban tales do, or do not, intertwine, the narrative 
analysis in this study also discloses how some individual narrators struggle to connect 
their neighbourhood or city to positive plots and repertoires. The most noticeable example 
can be found in a personal tales from Tilburg in which the interviewee argues that she 
cannot explain to other people why she loves living in a large and relatively new urban 
extension of the city. She clearly struggles to put her appreciation of her neighbourhood 
into words. In the analysis, this lack of words is eventually understood as an absence of 
suitable and accepted repertoires to discuss her neighbourhood. It seems to be not 
generally accepted to talk positively about residential areas like this one. In the 
professional as well as in the public debate, these areas are criticized for their uniformity 
and supposed dullness. Associations and meanings like these have become well-
established over the years at the expense of more positive evaluations. For an inhabitant of 
such a neighbourhood it is therefore very difficult to tell a positive story about his or her 
living environment.  
 
The same can be said – to some degree – about former industrial cities and new towns in 
general. Even a fleeting look at the references to the various repertoires mentioned in this 
study, reveals that the positive interpretations of these repertoires are mainly used to 
describe what Tilburg and Almere used to be, cannot be, or should be, and almost never to 
describe what both cities actually are. The tale on the new marketing campaign of Almere 
is a good example of this. In the marketing report, the author argues how Almere should 
be a shopping city, a city of subcultures, and a city of entrepreneurs, among other things. 
He immediately adds that these are desired future identities and thus do not reflect the 
current identity of the city. In other words, these positive associations are used to describe 
what Almere should be and not what the city is. In similar vein, in many tales about 
Tilburg the narrators evoke specific positive repertoires to describe how the city used to 
be; Tilburg used to be a warm and friendly community, as well as an industrial city of hard 
working men. On the other hand, Tilburg is also described in positive terms as a 
progressive and vibrant cultural city. In those instances, the various narrators talk in a 
well-established and positive way about this former industrial city. Likewise, some 
narrators allude to what one could call 'positive interpretative repertoires' when they 
describe Almere as a place for pioneering and opportunities.  
 
So, in some cases the narrators do, and in other cases they do not, relate contemporary 
Tilburg and Almere to positive repertoires. One can moreover see how some narrators link 
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the contemporary city to repertoires which are habitually not used to describe a city. 
Various urban dwellers in Almere, for instance, draw creatively on the repertoire of nature 
and landscape to talk about their city. This repertoire is understood in this study as the 
description of a place in terms of greenness, rurality and features of landscape. Usually, 
such descriptions are used to depict villages or small towns in rural areas, but here the 
inhabitants of Almere use it to describe their fast growing new town. In doing so, they 
seem to incorporate the positive associations of nature and sustainability in the 
stereotypical image of Almere as an artificial, rational and fabricated city. In similar vein, 
one of the journalists in the external tales section establishes a link between Almere and 
the pioneering myth of the American Frontier. In doing so, he makes an effort to tell a 
positive story about this new town by evoking a repertoire which first and foremost 
depicts the attitude of the people who discovered the Wild West. So, he alludes to a well-
established way of talking about a non-urban place, the Frontier, to tell a story about 
Almere. One can argue about the degree in which his effort is a successful one, but the 
main point I want to make here is that he can and does make use of 'non-urban' 
repertoires to depict the city of Almere, just like those urban dwellers who relate Almere 
to the repertoire of nature and landscape. Narrators are thus not per se limited to a certain 
set of well-established ways of talking about the city or urban life to talk about a specific 
urban locality. In the case of Tilburg and Almere, this creates the possibility to get round 
the earlier identified problems in associating both cities with positive 'urban' repertoires.  
 
12.6 The voice of the researcher  
 
The discussions in the previous sections illustrate how various narrators draw creatively 
on a wide set of plots and interpretative repertoires to tell own story about Tilburg and 
Almere. The often heard story of the planned and the organic city moreover shows how 
narrators often draw on opposing repertoires to construct a plot in which they explain, 
account for, or justify certain positions. Other significant urban tales revolving around two 
opposing repertoires can be found throughout this study. The contrast between the 
cosmopolitanism of the urban elite and the parochialism of large parts of the urban 
population in Castells's tale illustrates this. Castells uses both images to make his point 
about a growing urban schizophrenia in Western European cities. In many other urban 
tales, however, the references to specific repertoires are not so straightforward. Often 
repertoires only appear in partial form in individual tales and in many cases repertoires 
overlap and intertwine. This makes the identification of the interpretative repertoires a far 
from straightforward process. In this final section, I want to reflect on the identification 
and definition of one particular repertoire – the repertoire of the cultural city – to revisit 
the analytical process. In doing so, I specifically review my own role in this process.  
 
The repertoire of the cultural city is discussed on several occasions in this study, notably 
in the analysis of the abstract urban tale of Louis Wirth, the marketing tales and the 
external tales of Tilburg, and the external and personal tales of Almere. The analyses of 
these tales already signals the diverse ways in which the various tales allude to the 
repertoire of the cultural city. In the external tales on Tilburg the various journalists hint 
at a highbrow version of the cultural city. In their tales, Tilburg is described as a place for 
creativity and cultural innovation, as well as a place for pleasure and entertainment. In 
these descriptions they explicitly list different organisations and events that contribute to 
the creativity and liveliness of Tilburg and these are all part of a, what I would call, 
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highbrow version of culture. The personal tales from Almere moreover show how two 
urban dwellers paint a picture of the city as a place of innovation, progress, and 
sophistication. Again, this description is linked with the repertoire of the cultural city, just 
like in the analysis of the abstract tale of Louis Wirth. In his essay, Wirth claims that the 
heterogeneity of the urban community contributes to the acceptance by the urbanite of 
instability and insecurity. This, in turn, explains the sophistication and cosmopolitanism 
of the urbanite, according to Wirth. Here, Wirth alludes to a more general idea of the 
urbanite as being sophisticated and in the analysis this is related to the repertoire of the 
cultural city. In the end, the repertoire of the cultural city is thus used in this study to 
cover diverse descriptions of the city as a place for creativity, cultural innovation, pleasure 
and entertainment, innovation, progress, and sophistication.  
 
Although these different descriptions all relate, to some degree, to a certain way of talking 
about the city and urban life, one could equally argue that they are too diverse to bring 
together into one interpretative repertoire. One could argue that these descriptions 
encompass, at least, two distinct ways of talking about the city: the city as a site for 
innovation and progress on the one hand, and the city as a place for cultural 
entertainment and fun on the other hand. The eventual decision for one interpretative 
repertoire was based on a lack of empirical material to substantiate the description of two 
distinct repertoires, but that is actually not the point I want to make here. The reason why 
I discuss this particular example here is, in the first place, that it draws attention to the 
transferability of the findings in this study. In addition to the criteria credibility, 
confirmability, and dependability, transferability is the fourth and last criterion for 
trustworthy qualitative research discussed in detail in this study. This criterion refers to 
the possibility that what was found in one context by a piece of qualitative research is 
applicable to another context. For narrative studies like this one, this is a highly 
problematic criterion and the best way to solve this problem remains, in my view, Lincoln 
and Guba's (1985: 298) argument that the burden of proof lies less with the original 
investigator than with the person seeking to make an application elsewhere. The original 
investigator cannot know the sites to which transferability might be sought, but the 
appliers can and do. In this study the 'original investigator', to use Lincoln and Guba's 
phrasing, made an effort to assist the 'appliers' by providing the empirical material so 
sufficient that they can judge whether the findings are applicable to their own setting. 
These 'thick descriptions' were moreover supplemented with an impression of where the 
data was found, how it was generated and how it was collected.  
 
In the light of the transferability of these findings more can also be said on the 
interpretative repertoires and the underlying claim that they represent intersubjective 
meanings shared by the whole of the community. It goes beyond the scope of this study to 
demonstrate how widely those intersubjective meanings are shared or what delineates the 
boundaries of the community or culture that is being studied. However, as Taylor (2003: 
198-199) also argues, the identification of repertoires depends in part on their 
recognisability and therefore on the social and cultural knowledge which the researcher 
shares with the speakers. Since most 'speakers' in this study are Dutch people who have 
something to say about Tilburg or Almere, the community whose intersubjective 
meanings are central to this study resembles, to a great extent, the very broad category of 
the Dutch society. However, an academic study like this one is also written with an 
international academic audience in mind. More specifically, this study is written for the 
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international community of urban and narrative scholars. Accordingly, the descriptions of 
the interpretative repertoires are taken beyond the boundaries of the Dutch society to 
make them comprehensible for this international audience. In the end, this should enable 
both the national and the international audience to recognise and understand the 
interpretative repertoires as they are identified and described in this study.  
 
As stated before, in a polyvocal study the voice of the researcher should not be 
emphasized more than the voices of those people studied. However, as the previous 
example once more shows, the researcher remains responsible for the choices made in the 
analytical process and for the writing up of that process. But, in contrast to more 
traditional academic studies, a polyvocal study entails that the researcher makes this 
process explicit. The opening up of the research process, as it is advocated throughout this 
study, is therefore an essential part of a polyvocal study which enables the polyvocal 
researcher to place himself among – instead of above – the people studied. In this 
particular study, this has resulted in a simultaneity of urban tales which, together with my 
own academic tale, creates a complex and previously unavailable image of two Dutch 
cities.  
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SUMMARY 
 
 
In contemporary debates on the imagination and representation of the city, many scholars 
argue that there are many different ways to imagine or represent a city. A city can have 
different meanings to different people in different times and different places, and 
consequently a city can be represented or imagined in many different ways. Currently, in a 
world of movement and migration, it seems to be increasingly crucial to pay attention to 
these differing meanings and different perspectives. According to Sandercock (2003b: 1), 
the contemporary urban condition is defined by difference, otherness, fragmentation, 
splintering, multiplicity, heterogeneity, diversity and plurality. Healey (2002: 1779) 
consequently argues that the challenge in the contemporary period is to mould 
multidimensional conceptions of 'city' that both reflect and interrelate the rich diversity 
and complexity of contemporary urban life. In line with Massey (2005), this study 
understands the city as a simultaneity of stories-so-far and accordingly it analyses a 
multiplicity of urban tales about two medium sized Dutch cities: Tilburg and Almere. In 
the end, this polyvocal and narrative approach to the city and urban life aims to bring to 
light the ways in which many different voices can integrate in complex and often 
contradictory ways to build a previously unavailable image of the city. 
 
A polyvocal approach to the city 
 
Building on the work of Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) and Clifford and Marcus (1986) 
the idea of polyvocality is used in this study to explore a multiplicity of stories about 
Tilburg and Almere. The polyvocal approach to the city serves several different (but 
interrelated) purposes. In the first place, the idea of polyvocality is used as an attempt to 
reflect the complexity and diversity of the contemporary urban condition. As such, it aims 
to do some justice to the complex plurality of coexisting stories that formulate the images 
and experiences of the city and urban life (cf. Finnegan, 1998). The idea of polyvocality is 
moreover used here as a textual strategy in which all urban tales are treated equally. Each 
individual urban tale is considered to be of significance in itself, but it is also placed in a 
framework where the various tales are interdependent. As such, the text of this study 
resembles the literary device of the frame narrative in being a collection of distinct tales 
which are placed within one main story. Finally, the polyvocal approach is used in this 
study as a methodology which aims to rethink the relationship between the voice of the 
researcher and the other voices in the research process. An explicit effort is made here to 
preserve, as comprehensively as possible, the different views on the city and urban life as 
they are articulated by the various narrators of the urban tales. This last purpose of the 
polyvocal approach is part of the wider methodological ambition of this study to open up 
the research process and make it as transparent as possible for the reader.  
 
A narrative approach to the city 
 
As Elliott (2005: 28) argues, 'if narratives become the focus of research not simply because 
they provide an insight into individuals' experiences and the meanings they make of them, 
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but because their form tells us something about the cultural framework within which 
individuals make sense of their lives, then the close analysis of narratives produced by a 
relatively small sample of individuals may provide evidence that is considered to provide 
an understanding of the intersubjective meanings shared by the whole of the community'. 
In this study, both the individuals' experiences and the meanings they make of them, as 
well as the intersubjective meanings shared by the whole of the community, are analysed 
by using the concepts 'emplotment' and 'interpretative repertoires'.  
 
Every story has a specific arrangement of certain events – the plot – and the idea of 
emplotment draws attention to the construction of the plot: why are these events selected 
and why are they arranged in this manner? In other words, emplotment is an accounting 
of why a narrative has the storyline it does (Somers, 1994). So, insight into the process of 
emplotment gives insight into individuals' experiences and the ways they represent them. 
The concept of interpretative repertoires, on the other hand, can give insight into the 
intersubjective meanings shared by the whole of a community. Ultimately, each story – 
whether about the city or any other subject – is always embedded in shared 'social and 
cultural frameworks of interpretation' (Mishler, 1999). In the telling of a story, each 
narrator will rework certain prevailing meanings and assumptions given by his or hers 
society and culture into a specific shape to produce something distinctive that captures 
and represents their own experience (Parker, 2005). In this study, the concept of 
interpretative repertoires is used for exploring this interplay between the narrator's 
attempt to capture his or her own experience and the intersubjective meanings shared by 
the whole of a community.  
 
Tilburg and Almere 
 
The empirical focus of the study is on two medium sized Dutch cities, the former 
industrial city of Tilburg and the new town of Almere. Over the last decades, both have 
experienced a growth in population and are consequently becoming more prominent in 
the Dutch urban landscape. According to some, both cities have a negative image, despite 
their increasing size and accompanying status. In reaction to these supposedly negative 
images, the municipalities of both Tilburg and Almere are engaged in marketing 
campaigns to strategically reposition their city. Since the early 1990s, Tilburg has 
positioned itself as Tilburg Moderne Industriestad ('Tilburg: Modern Industrial City'), and 
recently changed its strategy to the use of a logo and core values, while Almere 
emphasizes its possibilities with the slogan Het kán in Almere ('It is possible in Almere'). 
Other Dutch cities have been active as well in the field of city marketing, but for various 
reasons these were not selected as cases for this study. Some of these cities – for example 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague – were deemed to be too large. The a priori 
assessment was that the number of publications on the case studies needed to be relatively 
surveyable. Other medium-sized cities in which the local identity was under discussion 
(e.g. Groningen, Maastricht, Arnhem, Nijmegen and Eindhoven) were, in this respect, 
more likely cases. However, they lost out to Tilburg and Almere because of the intensity of 
the city marketing campaigns in these two cities. In this respect, Tilburg and Almere can 
be viewed as atypical or extreme cases (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 78). Such cases often reveal more 
information because they activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the 
situation studied. 
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Since it is impossible to collect and analyse all possible stories about both stories, the 
actual process of selecting the stories was guided by a typology of urban tales. Building on 
the work of Finnegan (1998), three main types of tales are identified: the abstract urban 
tales tell about the city and urban life in general and are commonly told by academics; the 
concrete urban tales tell about specific cities – in this case Tilburg and Almere – and are 
told by a variety of locals as well as non-locals; the personal urban tales are told by 
individual urban dwellers and tell the life stories of these people. A further specification of 
the typology is made with respect to the concrete urban tales. This particular type of 
urban tales is subdivided into planners' tales, marketing tales, external tales and local 
tales. These four sub-types encompass stories about Tilburg and Almere as they are told 
by urban planners, developers, architects, administrators and/or builders (the planners' 
tales), by local politicians, policy makers, marketeers and communication experts (the 
marketing tales), by journalists, publicist and writers (the external tales), and by local 
historians, artists and inhabitants (the local tales). Throughout the book, the division and 
subdivision of urban tales is used to explore the many different representations of the city 
and urban life in general and of two particular cities in particular. In doing so, no attempt 
is made to give an all-embracing overview of the various types of urban tales. Instead, 
some examples of each type of tale are discussed in depth. In line with this, it should be 
stressed that the typology of urban tales is not understood here as a systematic 
classification of the various types of tales based on specific common characteristics. Above 
all, it is seen as a heuristic framework which is used for accessing a polyvocal empirical 
field.  
 
A collection of urban tales 
 
In five empirical chapters, a selection of abstract, concrete and personal urban tales on 
Tilburg and Almere is presented. In Chapter 5, four examples of abstract urban tales are 
discussed and analysed: Louis Wirth's essay 'Urbanism as a way of life', Jane Jacobs's 
introduction to The death and life of great American cities, David Harvey's article 'From 
managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the transformation of urban governance in late 
capitalism', and Manuel Castells's article 'European cities, the informational society, and 
the global economy'. These four urban tales are classic academic texts on the city and they 
all exemplify distinct ways of looking at the city and at urban development. As such, they 
help to critically review some of the underlying assumptions of the various urban tales 
about Tilburg and Almere, and moreover they give more insight into the rationales used 
to account for certain practices and ideas as they are expressed in the concrete and 
personal urban tales. 
 
In Chapter 6 and 7, the concrete and personal urban tales on Tilburg are collected. The 
various concrete tales describe, among others, diverse topics like the spatial development 
of the city, its recent city marketing campaign, the transformation from an industrial to a 
postindustrial city, the remnants of the textile history, a recently built skyscraper and a 
cut-down lime tree. These tales share the fact that they are all anchored within this 
specific urban locality and that they, as such, all contribute to the assortment of stories 
told about this place and its inhabitants. Ultimately, these are stories that are familiar to 
most people who live in Tilburg. Although they might not have read the four volumes of 
the Tilburg Cityform study, which are discussed in the planners' tales section, they are 
familiar with the story about Tilburg's spatial development from various small hamlets 
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into an industrial city. They will also know that the old city is located within the ring road 
and they even might have heard of Rückert and his spatial plan. Likewise, the Westpoint 
tower, the lime tree, the Kruikezeiker and the 'Tilburg: Modern Industrial City' campaign, 
are all well known and widely discussed by people inside as well as outside Tilburg. In 
addition, this selection of concrete tales of Tilburg is supplemented with a set of personal 
tales, which were collected in the period November 2005 - December 2006. These tales 
consist of the accounts of ten life story interviews and provide an insight into the way in 
which the inhabitants of Tilburg experience and articulate their city.  
 
The concrete and personal urban tales on Almere are subsequently collected in Chapter 9 
and 10. Besides the life stories of ten urban dwellers, these chapters contain stories about, 
among other topics, the original urban development plans for Almere, the castle of 
Almere, two city marketing campaigns, local trees and one day visits to the city. These 
various urban tales tell different stories, from different perspectives about different aspects 
of Almere. As such, they collectively create a complex, diverse and sometimes even 
contradictory image of the city. In these tales Almere is championed for its exceptional 
architecture, but is also criticized for its blandness. It is portrayed by some as a national 
miracle and by others as a national failure, but they all seem to agree that Almere still 
needs time to develop fully. Some also argue that Almere has everything one needs, while 
others focus on the lack of certain services or facilities. However, these contradictory 
images are sometimes articulated in remarkably similar ways. The argument that the 
systematic and orderly design of Almere creates a predictable city with unadventurous 
inhabitants, recurs more than a few times. In a similar vein, various narrators argue that 
one should look beyond the facade of Almere to understand and appreciate it.  
 
Two polyvocal stories 
 
The above mentioned empirical chapters are analysed in Chapter 8 and Chapter 11. In both 
chapters the polyvocal approach and narrative analysis are combined in so-called 
polyvocal stories. A polyvocal story, as it is understood here, confronts the various voices 
of the city with each other and analyses if and how these tales intertwine with regard to 
plot and repertoire. In doing so, a complex plurality of stories is created in which the 
narrators' attempts to capture their own experience are confronted with already existing 
and well-established meanings and associations about the city and urban life. By using the 
analytical concepts of emplotment and interpretative repertoire, the polyvocal stories 
show how each urban tale is unique in its detail and shaped to the context and purpose of 
its telling, yet employs discursive resources held in common with other speakers (cf. 
Reynolds and Taylor, 2004). By exploring these discursive resources the analysis shows the 
possibilities and limitations that exist for talking about the city and urban life in general 
and for talking about the cities of Tilburg and Almere in particular. 
 
In both chapters, I identify and describe a total of ten interpretative repertoires: the 
repertoires of the planned, organic, cultural, entrepreneurial, and industrial city, the 
repertoires of nature and landscape, cosmopolitanism, parochialism, and community, and, 
finally the repertoire of urban opportunities. These repertoires are evoked on more than 
one occasion in the empirical material. However, the references to these repertoires vary 
strongly for each individual urban tale. Each narrator appropriates the various repertoires 
in a very distinct way. Ultimately, the contrasting references to a repertoire show how 
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interpretative repertoires serve as a back-cloth for the realization of locally managed 
positions in actual interaction from which accusations and justifications can be launched 
(Wetherell, 1998). In addition to the references to comparable interpretative repertoires, 
the intertwinement of the urban tales is also noticeable in the parallels between the plots 
of various tales. For instance, in Almere various urban dwellers present the move to this 
city as a choice by default, but subsequently they argue that their initial impression of the 
city does not do Almere, or their neighbourhood, justice. In the life stories from Tilburg, 
several urban dwellers allude to the same plot of a community lost. However, despite 
these similarities, the most noticeable feature of the urban tales remains their 
independence and diversity rather than their interdependence and sameness. In some 
cases, the narrators evoke comparable interpretative repertoires and construct comparable 
plotlines, but ultimately each narrator appropriates these narrative features in a very 
distinct way.  
 
Besides the way the various urban tales do, or do not, intertwine, the narrative analysis in 
the two polyvocal stories also discloses how some individual narrators struggle to connect 
their neighbourhood or city to positive plots and repertoires. Even a fleeting look at the 
references to the various repertoires mentioned in this study, reveals that the positive 
interpretations of these repertoires are mainly used to describe what Tilburg and Almere 
used to be, cannot be, or should be, and almost never to describe what both cities actually 
are. One can moreover see how some narrators link the contemporary city to repertoires 
which are habitually not used to describe a city. Various urban dwellers in Almere, for 
instance, draw creatively on the repertoire of nature and landscape to talk about their city. 
In similar vein, some narrators establish a link between Almere and the pioneering myth 
of the American Frontier. In doing so, they try to tell a positive story about this new town 
by evoking a repertoire which first and foremost depicts the attitude of the people who 
discovered the Wild West. What these latter examples show, is that narrators are thus not 
per se limited to a certain urban set of well-established ways of talking about the city or 
urban life to talk about a specific urban locality.  
 
A new representation of the city 
 
It is argued in this study that the polyvocal narrative approach can contribute to new ways 
to analyse and understand the city. By giving the various urban tales comparable space in 
the text of this study and by analysing them in a similar manner, this study acknowledges 
the subjectivity, heterogeneity and inevitable partiality of any urban representation. In 
doing so, the polyvocal approach questions the a priori assumption that the tales of 
academics and professionals – the abstract, marketing and planners' tales – are authorative 
and 'above-the-battle' accounts. As such, this study both emancipates some voices in the 
city and questions the often tacitly assumed authority of others. Consequently, the 
polyvocal approach provides a method to look beyond the obvious and to include those 
voices from the city which are commonly not acknowledged in academic studies.  
 
296 
297 
SAMENVATTING 
 
 
In de hedendaagse debatten over de representatie en verbeelding van de stad, stellen 
diverse academici dat de stad op veel verschillende manieren gerepresenteerd en verbeeld 
kan worden. Een stad kan verschillende betekenissen hebben voor verschillende mensen 
in verschillende contexten en er zijn veel verschillende manieren waarop die betekenissen 
tot uiting gebracht kunnen worden. Ondanks dat dit punt veelvuldig gemaakt wordt in de 
academische literatuur, zijn er maar heel weinig voorbeelden van studies waarin 
daadwerkelijk een poging ondernomen wordt om deze veelvormigheid op de een of 
andere manier te onderzoeken. Een dergelijke poging wordt in deze studie ondernomen 
door, in lijn met het werk van Massey (2005), de stad te conceptualiseren en te analyseren 
als een samenhangend en dynamisch geheel aan verhalen. Deze polyvocale en narratieve 
benadering van de stad tracht de diversiteit, complexiteit en tegenstrijdigheid aan 
stedelijke verhalen in kaart te brengen, waarbij de twee middelgrote steden Tilburg en 
Almere als casus zullen dienen. 
 
Tilburg en Almere 
 
De voormalige industriestad Tilburg en de nieuwe stad Almere staan centraal in de 
empirische  hoofdstukken van deze studie. Beide steden zijn erg actief op het gebied van 
de citymarketing: Tilburg is jarenlang als Moderne Industriestad op de kaart gezet en 
wordt tegenwoordig met behulp van het T-logo onder de aandacht gebracht, terwijl 
Almere iedereen op haar mogelijkheden wijst met de slogan ‘Het kán in Almere’. In de 
Nederlandse context zou je kunnen stellen dat Tilburg en Almere, de vier grote steden 
buiten beschouwing latend, tot de meest actieve steden op het gebied van de 
citymarketing behoren. Voor een deel kan deze actieve opstelling verklaard worden door 
het vermeende negatieve, of grijze, imago van beide steden. Evenals menig andere oude 
industriestad of nieuwe stad hebben Tilburg en Almere te maken met negatieve 
beeldvorming. Door citymarketing campagnes wordt nu getracht om deze beeldvorming 
positief te beïnvloeden, met name om de economische concurrentiepositie van beide 
steden te verbeteren.  
 
Deze strategische verhalen roepen diverse interessante vragen op die tevens mede de 
aanleiding vormen voor deze studie. Namelijk, hoe verhouden deze verhalen zich tot 
andere verhalen over de stad? Hoe verbinden marketeers het negatieve imago van beide 
steden met de noodzaak om een positief en aantrekkelijk beeld van de stad te schetsen? 
Hoe praten andere mensen over Tilburg en Almere en verwijzen zij in hun verhalen ook 
naar het vermeende negatieve imago? Op hun beurt roepen dit soort vragen ook meer 
theoretische dilemma's op, over de relatie tussen mensen en de stad en de manier waarop 
de relatie vorm krijgt; over de manieren waarop de stad verbeeld en gerepresenteerd kan 
worden; en over de mogelijkheden en beperkingen om over de stad te praten. Uiteindelijk 
hebben dit soort vragen en dilemma's geleid tot de narratieve en polyvocale benadering 
van de stad, waarbij daarnaast specifiek aandacht is besteed aan methodologische vragen 
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omtrent de rol van de onderzoeker, de robuustheid van kwalitatief onderzoek, en de 
verhouding tussen de stem van de onderzoeker en de stemmen uit het veld.  
 
Een polyvocale benadering van de stad 
 
In lijn met het werk van Alvesson en Sköldberg (2000) en Clifford en Marcus (1986) wordt 
het idee van polyvocaliteit in deze studie gebruikt om de veelheid aan verhalen over 
Tilburg en Almere in kaart te brengen. Aangezien het onmogelijk is om alle verhalen over 
beide steden hier samen te brengen, is de uiteindelijke selectie van verhalen mede bepaald 
door een typologie van stedelijke verhalen. Voortbouwend op het werk van Finnegan in 
haar studie Tales of the city (1998), worden hier drie typen stedelijke verhalen 
onderscheiden: abstracte, concrete en persoonlijke stedelijke verhalen. De abstracte 
stedelijke verhalen zijn verhalen over de stad en het stedelijke leven in het algemeen en 
worden verteld door academici; de concrete stedelijke verhalen gaan over specifieke 
steden – in dit geval Tilburg en Almere – en worden verteld door diverse vertellers van 
binnen en buiten de stad; de persoonlijke stedelijke verhalen omvatten de levensverhalen 
van stedelingen. Ten aanzien van de concrete stedelijke verhalen is deze typologie nog 
verder uitgewerkt in verhalen van stedenbouwkundigen, architecten en planologen (de 
planners' tales), van beleidsmakers, politici, en marketingdeskundigen (de marketing 
tales), van journalisten, publicisten, en schrijvers (de external tales), en van lokale 
historici, artiesten en inwoners (de local tales).  
 
Een narratieve analyse van de stad 
 
De focus op stedelijke verhalen in deze studie betekent voor de analyse dat het enerzijds 
mogelijk is om te kijken naar de ervaringen van individuen en de manier waarop die 
ervaringen onder woorden gebracht worden, en anderzijds kan een narratieve analyse 
inzicht verschaffen in de meningen zoals die door een gemeenschap gedeeld worden. 
Immers, als een individu mening geeft aan zijn of haar ervaringen dan gebeurt dat niet in 
een sociaal of cultureel vacuüm. Het ontwikkelen van een mening is een sociaal proces 
waarbij een individu gebruik maakt van discursieve bronnen die door een sociale en 
culturele context gegeven worden (Taylor, 2003). In deze analyse worden een tweetal 
concepten gebruikt om zowel de individuele als de sociale dimensies van verhalen te 
onderzoeken: emplotment en interpretative repertoire. Elk verhaal kent een specifiek 
opbouw waarin de verschillende gebeurtenissen op een bepaalde manier geordend zijn, de 
plot van het verhaal, en het analytische concept emplotment vestigt de aandacht op de 
constructie van de plot. Het vraagt zich af waarom juist deze gebeurtenissen zijn 
geselecteerd of waarom ze juist op deze manieren met elkaar verbonden zijn. Als zodanig, 
geeft emplotment inzicht in de manier waarop individuen hun ervaringen onder woorden 
brengen. Het concept interpretative repertoire, daarentegen, geeft inzicht in de 
intersubjectieve meningen zoals die gedeeld worden door de gemeenschap waar het 
individu deel van uitmaakt. Als een individu zijn of haar ervaringen met betrekking tot 
een bepaalde stad onder woorden brengt dan zal daarbij altijd – actief of passief, in 
positieve of in negatieve zin – gerefereerd worden aan de manier waarop er in zijn of haar 
omgeving over steden gesproken wordt. In deze studie worden beide analytische 
concepten gebruikt om zowel naar het individuele als naar het sociale – anders gezegd, de 
subjectieve en intersubjectieve dimensie van stedelijke verhalen – te kijken. 
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Een verzameling stedelijke verhalen 
 
In de vijf empirische  hoofdstukken wordt een selectie aan abstracte, concrete en 
persoonlijke stedelijke verhalen gepresenteerd. In  hoofdstuk 5 worden een viertal 
klassieke academische teksten over de stad en het stedelijke leven beschreven en 
bediscussieerd: Louis Wirth's essay 'Urbanism as a way of life', Jane Jacobs' eerste  
hoofdstuk van haar boek The death and life of great American cities, David Harvey's artikel 
'From managerialism to entrepreneurialism: the transformation of urban governance in 
late capitalism', en Manuel Castells' artikel 'European cities, the informational society, and 
the global economy'. Elk van deze auteurs biedt een eigenzinnig en uitgesproken beeld 
van stad, stedeling en stedelijke ontwikkeling. Als zodanig bieden deze verhalen de 
mogelijkheid om de andere verhalen in deze studie – de concrete en persoonlijke 
stedelijke verhalen over Tilburg en Almere – kritisch te beschouwen en enig inzicht te 
verschaffen in het achterliggende gedachtegoed van die verhalen.  
 
De concrete verhalen over Tilburg, zoals die besproken zijn in  hoofdstuk 6, schetsen een 
divers beeld van de stad aan de hand van een veelheid aan onderwerpen: de ruimtelijke 
ontwikkeling van de stad, recente citymarketing campagnes, de transformatie van 
industriële naar postindustriële stad, de overblijfselen van het textielverleden en het 
katholieke verleden, een recent gebouwde wolkenkrabber, en een omgehakte lindeboom. 
In  hoofdstuk 7 wordt deze diversiteit aangevuld met tien levensverhalen van inwoners 
van Tilburg waarvan er vier in zijn geheel zijn uitgewerkt. Volgens dezelfde opzet zijn de 
levensverhalen van tien inwoners van Almere in  hoofdstuk 10 verzameld. Daaraan 
voorafgaand staan in  hoofdstuk 9 de concrete verhalen over Almere. Ook in dit  
hoofdstuk worden zeer diverse onderwerpen besproken, van originele stadsplannen en het 
onvoltooide stadskasteel, tot lokale bomen en verslagen van eendaagse bezoeken door 
buitenstaanders.  
 
Twee polyvocale verhalen 
 
De hierboven genoemde concrete en persoonlijke stadsverhalen worden geanalyseerd in  
hoofdstuk 8 en 11. In beide  hoofdstukken wordt de polyvocale benadering gecombineerd 
met een narratieve analyse in zogenaamde polyvocale verhalen. Een polyvocaal verhaal, 
zoals het hier begrepen wordt, confronteert de diverse verhalen over een stad met elkaar 
en analyseert of en hoe deze verhalen met elkaar samenhangen ten aanzien van hun 
manier van emplotment en de verwijzingen naar specifieke interpretative repertoires. Dit 
levert uiteindelijk een complex en soms tegenstrijdig verhaal op waarin de verhouding 
tussen het subjectieve en het intersubjectieve inzichtelijk gemaakt wordt. In meer 
algemene zin geven deze twee polyvocale verhalen inzicht in de mogelijkheden en 
beperkingen om over Tilburg en Almere te praten. 
 
In beide polyvocale hoofdstukken worden in totaal tien interpretative repertoires 
besproken. Een van die repertoires is bijvoorbeeld het repertoire van de ondernemende 
stad (repertoire of the entrepreneurial city), waarin de stad wordt gezien als speler in een 
internationale stedelijke concurrentiestrijd. Volgens dit perspectief op de stad trachten 
steden mobiel kapitaal aan te trekken door een ondernemende houding en bijpassende 
aanlokkelijke uitstraling. Met name beleidsmakers en marketingdeskundigen gebruiken 
beelden uit dit repertoire om hun verhaal over Tilburg en Almere te vertellen. Een ander 
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repertoire waaraan verschillende verhalenvertellers refereren, is het repertoire van de 
industriële stad (repertoire of the industrial city). Verwijzingen naar dit repertoire kom je 
uitsluitend tegen in verhalen over Tilburg. Ondanks dat de textielindustrie reeds enkele 
decennia uit die stad verdwenen is, wordt de stad nog steeds beschreven in industriële 
termen: de inwoners worden karakteristieken van onderdanige arbeiders toegeschreven en 
de fysieke stad wordt gekenschetst als donker, vervuild en troosteloos. Vaak worden 
verwijzingen naar het repertoire van de industriële stad echter ook gebruikt als contrast 
voor hoe de stad tegenwoordig is: een dynamische en cultureel bruisend plek met 
zelfbewuste inwoners.  
 
Uiteindelijk wordt op diverse momenten in het empirische materiaal gerefereerd aan deze 
en andere repertoires, maar dit gebeurt altijd op specifieke wijze in de context van een 
specifiek verhaal. Iedere verteller eigent zich een repertoire toe om betekenis te geven aan 
de gebeurtenissen die hij of zij wilt beschrijven. Het hoeft dan ook niet per se zo te zijn 
dat bepaalde repertoires verbonden zijn met specifieke plots, al komt dat wel regelmatig 
voor. Gelijksoortige plotlijnen komen sowieso regelmatig voor, zoals de toenemende 
individualisering en het verdwijnen van het gemeenschapsgevoel in de huidige stad, of de 
beschrijving van Almere als een stad die meer te bieden heeft als je haar beter leert 
kennen. Het overheersende beeld is er één van diversiteit en eigenheid, maar beide 
polyvocale verhalen schetsen ook een beeld van elkaar steeds meer overlappende verhalen 
die, tot op een bepaalde hoogte, juist ook duidelijke overeenkomsten vertonen. 
  
Een nieuwe representatie van de stad 
 
De polyvocale en narratieve benadering van de stad is een bijdrage aan het debat om de 
stad en het stedelijke leven op een nieuwe manier te begrijpen en analyseren. Een nieuwe 
manier die meer recht doet aan de pluriformiteit en complexiteit van de huidige stad. Een 
nieuwe manier die ook de subjectiviteit van elke stedelijke representatie erkend en vanuit 
dat kader sommige representaties – zoals die van academici en deskundigen – expliciet 
relativeert en andere – de representaties van inwoners – juist emancipeert. Als zodanig 
biedt de polyvocale en narratieve benadering van de stad een manier om verder te gaan 
dan de gangbare representaties van de stad. Tegelijkertijd biedt deze benadering ook de 
mogelijkheid om die representaties te tonen die normaal gesproken niet worden 
meegenomen in academische studies.  
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